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ABSTRACT 

This thesis attempts a comprehensive account of the financing of eighteenth century 

Wesleyan Methodism, based mainly on primary sources such as Methodist account books. 

In the late 1730s John and Charles Wesley launched a movement to reform the Church of 

England, preaching throughout the British Isles, and creating a network of supporters who 

met in local societies. In time this óConnexionô deployed full-time preachers, paying them 

stipends and allowances, funded by regular contributions from members. Chapels were built 

to house preaching services, partially financed by debt underwritten by John Wesley and 

other preachers. By 1766 25,000 members employed some 100 preachers, and occupied 100 

chapels; a commercial publishing operation produced 60,000 books and pamphlets a year, 

distributed by the preachers; and the Connexion ran a boarding school and various local 

welfare activities. As its chapel debts became unsustainable, the leadership launched an 

intensive fund-raising campaign, and decentralised financial responsibility for them to the 

local preaching ócircuitsô, though with continuing central oversight of chapel debt. Now the 

costs of supporting preachers put pressure on local society funds, especially because more 

preachers acquired families. By 1780 the Connexionôs finances were again stretched; a 

complex system of cross-subsidies developed, for example from richer areas to poorer, and 

the movement became increasingly dependent on the financial commitment of its wealthier 

supporters. New educational, welfare and missionary initiatives emerged, often funded 

independently of the Connexion. On John Wesleyôs 1791 death, neither burgeoning Book 

Room profits nor increasing revenue from voluntary collections could prevent renewed 

resource pressures, which fuelled a series of disputes over governance and practice, leading 

in the mid 1790s to the emergence of the Wesleyan Methodist denomination, outside the 

established Church. While Wesleyans viewed their movement as inspired by Heaven, they 

worked with the market to ensure that their ambitions were financially achievable on Earth.     
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PREFACE 

This research originated in 2009, when I moved on from a Civil Service career which had 

culminated in senior management roles in both finance and human resources, and returned 

to my longstanding but latterly suppressed interests in history, religion and music. I soon 

found a congenial academic home at the Oxford Centre for Methodism and Church History, 

Oxford Brookes University. Here I began reading for a research degree in eighteenth century 

Wesleyan hymnody. What soon impressed me, however, was not merely the beauty and 

impact of Charles Wesleyôs verse, though that is undeniable, but the scale and complexity 

of the business operation which embedded that verse in a series of published hymnals which 

were sold in their tens of thousands across the British Isles and beyond.     

The early Wesleyans were inveterate record-keepers, and I was able to study a wide range 

of their account books and other financial records. Many are held centrally in the Methodist 

Archives and Research Centre, the John Rylands University Library, University of 

Manchester, where I became a frequent visitor; I was privileged also to spend a month in the 

United States amidst the rich resources of the Frank Baker papers at the David M. Rubenstein 

Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Duke University; and consulted records scattered in 

county and other archives. As the scope of my research broadened, I began to seek a more 

comprehensive understanding of early Wesleyan Methodist finances, at the local, regional 

and national level.   

The dominant activities of the eighteenth century Wesleyan Connexion, in terms of 

expenditure, were the support of itinerant preaching, and the construction and maintenance 

of preaching houses. These were supported by a range of both regular and occasional flows 

of funds, primarily from membersô contributions, gifts from supporters, various forms of 

debt finance, and profits from the Book Room. Three other areas of action also had 

significant financial implications for the movement: education, welfare, and missions. This 
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research seeks to describe what these activities cost, and how the money required was raised 

and managed.   

Though much of the discussion is informed by financial and other quantitative data, this is 

above all a story of myriad human struggles, and especially of the conflict experienced by 

many early Wesleyan Methodists between their desire to spread the Gospel and the 

limitations of their personal and collective resources.        

Quotations from published primary and secondary sources are as printed, but in the case of 

manuscript sources spelling, capitalisation and punctuation have been silently modernised 

where that aids comprehension. I have expanded most abbreviations and contractions 

(though retaining ñyeò). Words which are illegible or uncertain are surrounded by square 

brackets.   

Financial data quoted directly from archival sources are given in the pre-decimal (Ã.s.d) 

format, but when analysed further the decimal form is used. However, for small sums, I 

usually present óold penceô rather than decimal fractions - a pragmatic approach, driven by 

clarity of presentation rather than consistency.    

In 1899 Charles Hull, editor of William Pettyôs economic writings, noted that: 

Mathematical presentations of industrial facts, both symbolic and graphic, have by 
their definiteness, encouraged many an investigator in the false conceit that he now 
knew what he sought, whereas he had at most but a neat name for what he sought to 
know.1 

Again for presentational reasons, I have often used point estimates rather than ranges, but to 

reduce the appearance of spurious accuracy, numbers are typically rounded. 

                                                           
1 Hull, C.H. (ed.) (1899) The Economic Writings of Sir William Petty. Cambridge. Vol. 1, lxviii. Cited in 

Feinstein, C. H. and S. Pollard. (eds.). (1988). Studies in Capital Formation in the United Kingdom 1750-1920. 

Oxford, Clarendon Press, 263  
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The passage of more than two centuries raises two specific problems with the presentation 

of financial data and estimates. First, the Bank of England suggest that the long-term average 

for price inflation in the latter half of the eighteenth century was some 2 per cent;2 in practice, 

periods of price stability were punctuated by occasional bursts of inflation, notably in the 

war-dominated mid to late 1790s.3 However, it is unclear what overall impact this had on 

the Wesleyan Methodist movement. Allowances paid to preachers and their families, and 

the costs of constructing chapels, both increased over time, but this probably reflected 

changes in the level of provision - such as higher living standards, and larger chapels - as 

much as price inflation.4 Wesleyan Methodist Book Room retail prices, in contrast, were 

stable.5 In this thesis, data are usually presented in cash terms, with no adjustments.   

The second issue is whether it is helpful or even possible to present eighteenth century 

Wesleyan finances in terms which make sense to the modern reader. Again the Bank of 

England provides data on which such calculations can be based, but the significant changes 

in society and the economy over the last two centuries and more limit the value of such 

comparisons.6 

Many Wesleyan financial records relate to the Connexional financial year, ie. the twelve 

months between annual preachersô Conferences, typically running from August in one 

calendar year to July in the next: often Connexional rather than calendar years are used in 

tables. The pattern of the Connexional year is explained more fully in chapter six. The 

                                                           
2 http://www.bankofengland.co.uk/education/Pages/resources/inflationtools/calculator, accessed November 

2014. A basket of goods costing Ã1 in 1750 cost an estimated Ã2.64 in 1800, an average annual increase of 1.9 

per cent 

3 Price inflation averaged 0.9 per cent over the 1750-1790 period, but 6 per cent in 1790-1800 

4 See chapters two and four 

5 See chapter seven 

6 A basket of goods costing Ã1 in 1750 would have cost an estimated Ã193.47 in 2013  

http://www.bankofengland.co.uk/education/Pages/resources/inflationtools/calculator
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nomenclature used in Wesleyan financial records varied, as the following figure illustrates, 

but most accounts reviewed were kept according to the standard English Quarter Days: 

Figure 1 
WESLEYAN QUARTER DAYS 

Quarter/date Focus Usual name Alternatives Cross-

Quarters 

(unusual) 

1. 29 September Start of year Michaelmas - Lammas ï  
1 August 

2. 25 December - Christmas - Martinmas -  
1 November 

3. 25 March - Ladyday Easter, 
Spring 

Candlemas -  
2 February 

4. 24 June End of year Midsummer - Mayday ï  
1 May 

 

Given the gaps in the surviving Wesleyan records, substantial modelling has been necessary 

in order to generate aggregate estimates of (for example) Connexional income and 

expenditure. The methodologies and assumptions used are explained in the annexes, and 

where possible the results are triangulated with primary sources, but the risk of error remains. 

I take comfort in Elliottôs comment that:   

Ultimately all historical exposition and analysis are essentially a search for the 
greatest possible degree of plausibility in the exploration and interpretation of the 
past.7  

This thesis is my attempt to produce a plausible account of how Wesleyan Methodism was 

financed in its first decades.  

  

                                                           
7 Elliott, J. H. (2012). History in the Making. New Haven, CT, and London, Yale University Press, 195 
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INTRODUCTION 

Bishop Edwin Holt Hughes, who served as first president of the World Services 
Commission of the Methodist Episcopal Church, resided in the Chicago episcopal 
area when the Chicago Temple was dedicated. Years later, he remembered the day 
of the dedication and recalled, as he had entered the building, ña querulous voice, 
issuing from a man who gazed at the tallest church steeple in the world and said, 
óWhere [in a certain location] do these [adjectival] Methodists get all their money?ôò8 

Background 

This is a study of the financing of Wesleyan Methodism in the British Isles, from its origins 

to around 1800.9 It began in 1738 as a small group of clergymen seeking to reform the 

Church of England, underpinned by informal and local financial arrangements. By 1800, the 

Wesleyan Methodist Connexion was an international religious movement which, in the 

British Isles alone, employed hundreds of  staff, occupied over a thousand chapels and other 

buildings, operated a major publishing and book distribution business (the Book Room), and 

ran foreign missions, schools, and other charitable activities. How was this financed? 

This thesis argues that contemporary Wesleyan Methodism was characterised by continual 

tension between on the one hand what were experienced as the promptings of the Holy Spirit 

to spread the Gospel, through preaching, chapel construction, the dissemination of 

publications, and various educational, welfare and missionary activities; and on the other 

hand the recognition that, lacking any endowment, public funding, or large-scale private 

patronage, the movement had to live within its means. Sometimes the financial pressures 

proved all but overwhelming, as in the late 1760s, when they led to significant 

                                                           
8 Perry, S. (1985). óThe revival of stewardship and the creation of the World Service Commission in the 

Methodist Episcopal Church, 1912-1924.ô Methodist History, 23 (1) (July 1985), 223-239, at 223. He is citing 

Hughes, E. H. (1943). I Was Made a Minister, an Autobiography. New York, NY, and Nashville, TN, 

Abingdon Cokesbury, 123. The parenthetical circumlocutions are episcopal 

9 There are obvious parallels with the Methodist experience in America, and on occasion these are cited. On 

American Methodism see for example Wigger, J. H. (2001). Taking Heaven by Storm: Methodism and the rise 

of popular Christianity in America. Urbana and Chicago, IL, University of Illinois Press; and Finke, R. and R. 

Stark (1992). The Churching of America, 1776-1990. New Brunswick, NJ, Rutgers University Press 
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decentralisation, and again in the 1790s, when they augmented the centrifugal forces 

threatening the unity of Wesleyôs Connexion after his death. But ultimately the movement 

found ways to reconcile its often austere personal spiritual discipline with the demands and 

opportunities of a vibrant market economy.    

Historiography 

Though there have been brief scholarly analyses of aspects of John Wesleyôs Connexionôs 

organisation and funding, no comprehensive study has been attempted before. Wesley and 

his associates were acutely aware both of the challenges posed by the numerical and 

geographical growth of his movement, and of the need to make arrangements for leadership 

succession if it were to survive Wesleyôs death, and there is a substantial body of internal 

publications on the movementôs ópolityô, dating from Wesleyôs first contributions in the early 

1740s.10 They fall into three main types. Some are purely descriptive, such as Grindrodôs 

1842 comprehensive account of Connexional rules and regulations or Pocockôs 1885 papers 

on Methodist finance.11 Others, including much of Wesleyôs own work, seek to root these in 

the beliefs and practices of the Primitive Church.12 Finally, the controversies which rocked 

                                                           
10 See, in particular, Wesley, J. (1743). The Nature, Design and General Rules of the United Societies, in 

London, Bristol, King's-Wood, and Newcastle upon Tyne. Newcastle, John Gooding. Baker Catalogue #43; 

the definitive edition is in Works, Societies, 68-79. See also Wesley, J. (1743). An Earnest Appeal to Men of 

Reason and Religion. Newcastle, John Gooding. Baker Catalogue #47; the definitive edition is in Works, 

Appeals, 43-94 

11 Grindrod, E. (1842). A compendium of the laws and regulations of Wesleyan Methodism. London, Printed 

for the author, sold by John Mason; Pocock, W. W. (1885). óEarly Methodist Finance. First paper.ô Wesleyan-

Methodist Magazine. London, Wesleyan-Methodist Book Room, 760-767; Pocock, W. W. (1885). óEarly 

Methodist Finance. Second paper.ô Wesleyan-Methodist Magazine. London, Wesleyan-Methodist Book 

Room, 886-894. As another example, Methodist Union in 1932 was the occasion of the publication of Sturdy, 

W. A. (1932). Methodist Finance: past, present and future. London, Epworth Press 

12 An example is the 1888 A Handbook of Scriptural Church Principles and of Wesleyan-Methodist Polity and 

History. London, Wesleyan-Methodist Book-Room 
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the movement after his death generated a profusion of publications supporting or attacking 

specific stances on Connexional governance, such as those triggered by Alexander Kilhamôs 

campaign for greater lay involvement in the mid 1790s.13 

The analysis below draws on these, as on more recent work by Baker, Hempton, Tyson and 

others;14 but its main foundation is a close reading of a selection of Wesleyan and related 

financial records from the mid eighteenth century. There have been studies of individual 

local sets of accounts as well as overviews of Methodist polity, but few attempts at an overall 

financial appraisal of eighteenth century Wesleyanism in the British Isles.15 Battyôs 1990 

article stands almost alone as a modern study of Connexional finances, though it draws 

                                                           
13 See, for example, Kilham, A. (1796). Free Enquiry, mutual deliberation, and liberty of conscience, proved 

to be the only bonds of everlasting union among the Methodists.... Bristol, R. Edwards. Alexander Kilham 

(1762-1798) became a Wesleyan preacher in 1785. After Wesley's death, he wrote a series of pamphlets 

attacking the secretiveness of the ministerial leadership and advocating that the laity should have a greater say 

in Connexional affairs. He was expelled by the Wesleyan Conference in 1796, and in 1797 founded the New 

Connexion, which comprised some 5,000 former Wesleyan members. However, many of the reforms which 

he proposed were quickly adopted by the (original) Wesleyan Connexion. Key sources: MABI, accessed 

January 2015; and Blackwell, J. (1838). Life of the Rev. Alexander Kilham. London and Manchester, R. 

Groombridge and the Methodist New Connexion Book Room 

14 Baker, F. (1965). óThe people called Methodists - Polityô, in Davies, R. E. and E. G. Rupp. (eds.) A History 

of the Methodist Church in Great Britain. London, Epworth Press, Vol. 1, 213-255; Hempton, D. (2002). óA 

Tale of Preachers and Beggars: Methodism and Money in the Great Age of Transatlantic Expansion, 1780-

1830ô, in Noll, M. A. God and Mammon. Oxford, Oxford University Press, 123-146; Tyson, J. R. (1997). óWhy 

did John Wesley ñfailòô? A reappraisal of Wesley's evangelical economics.ô Methodist History, 35 (3) (April 

1997), 176-187 

15 Local studies include, for example, Harrison, A. W. (1930). óOld accounts of Leeds Circuit.ô PWHS XVII 

(7), 154-169; and Lloyd, G. (2002), óEighteenth-century Methodism and the London poorô, in Heitzenrater, R. 

P., (ed.). (2002). The Poor and the People Called Methodists. Nashville, TN, Kingswood Books, 121-130. A 

recent and rich study is Rodell, J. (2014). The Rise of Methodism: a study of Bedfordshire, 1736-1851. 

Woodbridge, Boydell Press, for the Bedfordshire Historical Record Society. Other such studies are cited below 
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predominantly on the published national accounts;16 Rogalôs 2002 book, despite its title, 

covers different ground, focusing on John Wesleyôs personal situation.17     

There is a range of reasons why this gap can and should be filled. First, the primary record 

makes abundantly clear that financial issues - ótemporal concernsô, in the language of the 

day - were a constant and substantial preoccupation for contemporary Wesleyan Methodists, 

at every level. For example, preachers had major financial responsibilities; the creation of 

the chapel estate required a significant programme of capital investment financed largely by 

debt; the Book Room was a large-scale commercial undertaking in its own right; and many 

of the movementôs corporate activities, notably the local quarterly meetings and the national 

preachersô Conference, devoted considerable time to financial management. Thus the 

preacher John Bennet wrote to Wesley in the following terms about a 1748 meeting of local 

societies in Yorkshire: 

Four stewards were appointed to inspect into and regulate the temporal affairs of the 
societies. Every leader brought his class-paper, and showed what money he had 
received that quarter, which was fairly entered in a book for that purpose. The several 
bills of charges were brought in at the same, and after they were thoroughly examined 
were all discharged.18 

In consequence, a history of Wesleyan Methodism which did not address its financial 

underpinnings would simply be incomplete.  

                                                           
16 Batty, M. (1990). óJohn Wesley's struggle with Methodist finance.ô Bulletin of the Wesley Historical Society, 

North East Branch 53, 3-12; 54, 5-13  

17 Rogal, S. J. (2002). The Financial Aspects of John Wesley's British Methodism. Lewiston, NY, Edwin 

Mellen Press. Despite its similarity in main title to this thesis, Shetlerôs recent article is also narrower in focus 

- Shetler, B. (2015). óProphet and profit: John Wesley, publishing, and the Arminian Magazine’. Methodist 

History, 53 (2) (January 2015), 85-100    

18 Letter of 22 October 1748 from John Bennet to John Wesley, reporting on a meeting held on 18 October.  

Works, Letters II, 335-336 
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Second, rich primary resources are available for study. Wesleyan Methodists took care to 

document their financial decisions and their consequences, both nationally and locally. 

Purchase of an account book was typically among the first actions of a newly-formed local 

society, and one of the earliest steps in constructing a preaching-house. Though relatively 

few such documents survive, and their interpretation is not straightforward, they reveal a 

story which to date has but rarely been told.   

Third, our understanding of the spiritual and ecclesiological development of Wesleyan 

Methodism can be enhanced through considering how it acquired and deployed its financial 

resources. Thus for example permanent preaching-houses, though largely absent in the 

movementôs first decade, came to form the centre of gravity for local Wesleyan Methodist 

activity, providing a base for corporate worship and collective social action, but also 

imposing new demands in terms of capital finance and running costs, management time and 

tax liabilities. Power relationships within the Connexion changed accordingly, such that after 

John Wesleyôs death in 1791 chapel trustees demanded a voice in its deliberations - both 

spiritual and temporal - which they adjudged more commensurate with their collective 

financial and managerial contribution.  

Fourth, it is clear that although there was a broad continuity in the language deployed by 

Wesleyan Methodists, notably in rooting their polity in that of the Primitive Church, their 

financial practice changed almost beyond recognition over the six decades covered by this 

study. This reflected a number of developments, including the substantial growth in the scale 

and geographical reach of the movement, its widening portfolio of activities, and the ever-

changing social, political and economic context within which it operated. It was especially 

evident in the material circumstances of the travelling preachers, who while continuing in 

principle to accept a call to selfless service and apostolic poverty, were in practice mutating 

into a salaried clerical profession benefiting from free accommodation, family allowances, 

and a range of pension and medical benefits. As Michael Moorhouse, who had served for 
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some thirteen years as a Wesleyan Methodist preacher, observed in 1789 of his former 

colleagues and their flocks:       

May be the poor hard working people who keep but a bare table to begin with, may 
not see the necessity of going without breakfast once a week in order to purchase a 
magazine, and once a week without supper to maintain such like gentlemen, but I 
leave things to be considered by time.19 

Fifth, the financial development of Wesleyan Methodism offers insights into the relative 

success of the movement when compared to other offshoots of the Evangelical Revival, such 

as the Countess of Huntingdonôs Connexion, and to other more established religious groups, 

not least the Church of England. Neither the continued growth of John Wesleyôs Connexion, 

nor the eclipse of Lady Huntingdonôs, were inevitable: myriad decisions by Wesley and his 

leadership team, which often comprised their tacit acceptance of emerging local practice 

rather than explicit strategic choices, contributed to the movementôs resilience and durability 

in an era of growing religious competition.     

Sixth, and adopting an exclusively temporal lens, the creation of a financially self-sufficient 

national voluntary association with a mass membership drawn predominantly from working 

people - more than half of them women - was in itself a striking achievement, with no 

obvious parallels in contemporary Britain. Wesleyan Methodism motivated diverse groups 

in eighteenth century society, including notably skilled craft and industrial workers and the 

ómiddling sortô, and mobilised their resources in a common cause. And perhaps against the 

odds, considering the lifetime dominance of its founder, it survived John Wesleyôs demise, 

although not unscathed. As one of his preachers noted at the time in his journal: 

March 2 1791. Mr. Wesley died at his house in London after a sickness of five days. 
For a week I think I never felt such distress of mind as I did on this occasion. I 
foresaw that as all power and authority was vested in him there would certainly be 

                                                           
19 Moorhouse, M. (1789). The Defence of Mr. Michael Moorhouse, written by himself. Leicester, Printed and 

Sold by Ann Ireland and others, 118. Moorhouse became an itinerant preacher in 1773 but left in 1786, 

publishing pamphlets airing various grievances against the leadership: see Works, Minutes, 415, 983 fn. 69. 

The ómagazineô refers to the Connexional Arminian Magazine 
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an entire revolution. And whether things might take a favourable or an unfavourable 
turn I could not say.20 

Finally, the history of Wesleyan Methodist financial organisation and practice offers new 

insights into wider developments in eighteenth century Britain. In some cases, such as the 

emergence of a popular print culture, Wesleyan Methodism was in the vanguard, in this case 

through the production and dissemination of large quantities of cheap and readable texts, 

and in the proclamation of a personal discipline which encouraged regular reading. In others, 

as in the Governmentôs efforts in the 1790s to encourage voluntary welfare provision in order 

to restrain public expenditure in time of war, the Connexion was driven to respond to external 

events, in this case by relaunching the preachersô retirement scheme in order to benefit from 

the tax and legal privileges on offer. For all of its continuing focus on its divine mission, the 

movementôs engagement with the world was increasingly variegated and intense.  

The early history of Wesleyan Methodism thus illuminates various aspects of the current 

historiographical conversation about the period. As Corfield has noted, the eighteenth 

century has been the subject of substantial recent scholarly attention: she estimates that in 

the 1990s alone, more than 20,000 books and articles on the century were published by 

British historians.21  

One of the principal debates concerns the extent to which the century can be characterised 

primarily as one of continuity or change.22 This study exemplifies how changes in daily 

                                                           
20 MARC, Methodist Diaries Collection, Box 15, MA1977/239, Journal of Samuel Hodgson, 179 

21 Corfield, P. (2011). óThe Exploding Galaxy: historical studies of eighteenth-century Britainô. Journal for 

Eighteenth-Century Studies, 34 (4), 517-526, at 517 

22 The modern historiographical debate on this dates essentially from 1985 - see Clark, J. C. D. (1985). English 

Society, 1688-1832. Cambridge, Cambridge University Press. Recent general histories which address the 

theme include Black, J. (2001). Eighteenth-Century Britain 1688-1783. Basingstoke, Palgrave; and Gibson, 

W. (2010). A Brief History of Britain 1660-1851. London, Constable and Robinson 
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practice and power relationships could and did occur within the context of substantial 

continuity of public discourse and formal organisational structures.  

As a further example, Corfield also records the continuing discussion amongst historians as 

to whether the mass of the population became better or worse off during the century.23 Styles, 

for example, argues the former case strongly, at least in relation to England, claiming that: 

Clothes were the brightest manifestation of the material abundance that defined what 
it was to be English in the eighteenth century.24 

While others disagree, the evidence presented here seems consistent with the optimistsô case: 

both the scale and the material circumstances of the Connexionôs staffing and its built estate 

speak to rising discretionary incomes amongst working people as well as the ómiddling sortô.  

In short, the study offers an account of the financial origins of a religious movement, 

including its struggles to come to terms organisationally with the death of its founder: a genre 

rare in the history of religion, though a commonplace of business history.25 It may thereby 

help to reduce the marginalisation of religion within eighteenth century historiography noted 

by Young; and contribute to the óreunion of the religious and the secularé.in the writing of 

eighteenth-century historyô which he seeks.26 

Sources 

Early Wesleyans were meticulous record-keepers, inspired by their founder, who kept 

detailed personal accounts throughout his life, and many eighteenth century financial records 

survive, often in local archives. Many non-financial records, such as preachersô journals, 

                                                           
23 Corfield, P. J. (2011), óExploding Galaxyô, 522 

24 Styles, J. (2007). The Dress of the People: everyday fashion in eighteenth-century England. New Haven, CT 

and London: Yale University Press, 16 

25 One exception is Arringtonôs study of the development of Mormonism - Arrington, L. J. (1958). Great Basin 

Kingdom: an economic history of the Latter-Day Saints 1830-1900. Cambridge, MA, Harvard University Press  

26 Young, B. W. (2000). óReligious History and the Eighteenth-Century Historianô. The Historical Journal, 43 

(3), 849-868  
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also refer to financial issues. The study has entailed extensive archival research, including 

in various county archives (which house local Methodist records). The primary sources 

scrutinised include account books for individuals, local societies, Wesleyan preaching 

circuits, and chapels; journals, diaries and sermons; tracts and pamphlets; and newspapers. 

Secondary sources consulted include works on religious, social, economic, financial, and 

architectural history.    

Few local records from the first two decades of Wesleyanism remain, but the Osmotherley 

society book, which dates from 1750, has survived,27 and significant extracts from the 

financial records of the Todmorden society, also from 1750, were transcribed in 1832.28 

Most of the records are cash accounts, typically showing income and expenditure on a 

quarterly basis. The format of society and circuit accounts in particular follows closely that 

of contemporary parish accounts, and is common across the account books considered here, 

perhaps reflecting not just the shared parochial heritage but also the leadership role of 

itinerant Wesleyan preachers. The typical parish format is as follows:29 

  

                                                           
27 óOsmotherley Methodist Societyôs Book Commencing 1750ô. Available online at 

www.osmotherleymethodistchurch.org.uk. See also Green, R. (1902). óOsmotherley Methodist Society's 

Book; Commencing 1750.ô PWHS III, 89-95  

28 MARC, AN1977/487, Lamplough Collection: Early Preachersô Letters etc., transcribed by James Everett, 

vol. 2 (1745-1862). Extracts from Todmorden Circuit Book 1748-1765, 51 et seq. 

29 Jones, R. H. (1994). óAccounting in English Local Government from the Middle Ages to c.1835ô, in Parker, 

R. H. and B. S. Yamey Accounting History: some British contributions. Oxford, Clarendon Press, 377-403, at 

383 
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Figure 2 
TYPICAL FORMAT OF PARISH ACCOUNTS 

1. heading ï names of churchwardens, period of account, name of parish 

2. balance brought forward from previous period of account 

3. receipts (or revenues) of period 

4. payments of period 

5. balance of the account carried forward 

 

These early Wesleyan records do not use double-entry book-keeping, although this 

technique was well-established in the commercial world.30 Their format entails various 

problems, such as the frequent difficulty of linking a receipt or payment to a specific time 

period: the stewards recorded when sums were received or disbursed, but not necessarily 

when the associated activities had taken place. Another uncertainty is the extent of the 

practice of net cash management, which was widespread in an age when specie was in short 

supply, and the physical movement of cash could be hazardous: thus if one in a series of 

regular payments is missing, it can mean that the payment was not made or that it was made 

from cash in hand and not entered in the books.31  

Furthermore, the precise nature of transactions is often obscure. Payments may for example 

be made to or by a named individual, without the services for which the payments were made 

being specified. And the absence of a reliable system for transferring funds between 

locations meant that the accounts may record the person handing over the cash but not the 

ultimate source of the funds: for example, when a pupil at the Wesleyan boarding school at 

                                                           
30 Yamey, B. S., H. C. Edey and H. W. Thomson. (1963). Accounting in England and Scotland: 1543-1800. 

London, Sweet and Maxwell 

31 On the prevalence of net cash management in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries see Muldrew, 

C. (1998). The Economy of Obligation: the culture of credit and social relations in Early Modern England. 

Basingstoke, Macmillan, 98-101 
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Kingswood, William Clulowôs fees were on one occasion paid by the former preacher John 

Hampson (on 27 November 1768) and then by the preacher Alexander Mather (on 26 June 

1769 and 18 January 1770).32 It seems likely that they were making the payments on behalf 

of his father, rather than in their own right.    

Another complication is that personal records often intermingled individual, domestic and 

business transactions.33 This was a prominent feature of John Wesleyôs financial practice.34 

Towards the end of the period, public and private spheres were becoming more distinct in 

the wider economy;35 but the continuing failure to distinguish clearly and account fully for 

ópublic moniesô in Connexional accounts was a central plank in Kilhamôs critique of the 

leadership, and also had adverse tax consequences for the movement.36  

For all these reasons, the extant records can be used in an attempt to reconstruct the broad 

contours of eighteenth century Wesleyan Methodist financial history, but much of that 

history remains contestable.    

Methodology 

The overall approach of the research was first to undertake a series of financial analyses, 

drawing widely on primary and secondary sources, of the main activities of eighteenth 

century Wesleyan Methodism: itinerant preaching, chapel construction and maintenance, 

book publishing and distribution, the provision of schools and of poor relief, and the 

                                                           
32 Kingswood School Archives, Kingswood School Account Book 1764-1770, 56. This was the son of William 

Clulow, Wesleyôs solicitor, who drafted his final will 

33 For a non-Wesleyan example, see Weatherill, L. (1990). The Account Book of Richard Latham 1724-1767. 

Oxford, published for the British Academy by Oxford University Press 

34 See chapter nine 

35 An issue which was to confront the Wesleyan preachersô retirement fund in the 1790s - see chapter three 

36 See chapter three 
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development of overseas missions. The financial relationships between local societies, 

preaching circuits, and the growing central bureaucracy were also reviewed. 

The second stage was to generate estimates of key financial aggregates such as the 

Connexionôs national income and expenditure and their components. Given the gaps in the 

historical record, a significant amount of financial modelling was undertaken,37 though 

wherever possible the resulting estimates were checked against primary sources. The 

approach was predominantly to examine developments across the British Isles, though 

Wesleyan Methodism was essentially a local movement, and financial transfers within areas 

and regions greatly exceeded those with the movementôs centre.38      

Thirdly, a narrative account of the development of the movementôs financial policies and 

practices was developed. Its early leaders believed that they were guided by the Holy Spirit, 

but as it developed it faced growing financial constraints: thus for example the continuing 

desires of local Wesleyan societies to build chapels to house their expanding congregations 

led to competition to secure the limited funds available. In response the movement developed 

detailed national regulations which risked stifling spontaneity. The thesis explores how these 

conflicting pressures were managed.  

Finally, the thesis considers the implications of its financial analysis for the wider 

development of Wesleyan Methodism itself, for example the extent to which the dissension 

which followed John Wesleyôs death in 1791 had a financial dimension; and whether the 

relative financial strength of the various component parts of the Wesleyan Methodist 

community was reflected in their influence within the movement. The thesis argues that 

alongside the spiritual and organisational leadership offered by John Wesley, a largely 

                                                           
37 The author is a qualified management accountant 

38 Reflecting, of course, the many local variations in social and economic circumstances, religious affiliation, 

etc.  
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hidden elite of senior preachers and pious businesspeople steered the movementôs resource 

management. But in this period Wesleyan Methodism managed to combine financial 

prudence and commercial acumen with a sustained capacity to attract and enthuse thousands 

of people, rich and poor.   

Structure of thesis 

The thesis comprises ten substantive chapters. Chapters one and two discuss how the 

Wesleyan Connexion financed the itinerant preaching which was its hallmark, while chapter 

three examines the arrangements which preachers made for their retirement and for their 

families after their death. Chapters four and five consider the funding of the developing 

national network of chapels, and present several detailed case studies. Chapter six examines 

the web of financial relationships between local Wesleyan Methodist societies, the preaching 

circuits, and the Connexional centre. Chapters seven and eight recount the commercial 

history of the Wesleyan Methodist Book Room. Chapter nine explores the movementôs 

educational and welfare work, and the development of its overseas missions. Finally, chapter 

ten offers some conclusions.  

This study is essentially a óbusiness historyô of eighteenth century Wesleyan Methodism, 

offering a new perspective on a major religious organisation emerging at a time of social, 

economic and financial turmoil.  
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Chapter 1. WESLEYAN ITINERANT PREACHERS 

 

Introduction 

The primary purpose of the movement which developed around John Wesley from the late 

1730s was to spread the Gospel, partly through itinerant preaching. Many eighteenth century 

people itinerated: around 1700 there were some 2,500 licenced chapmen in England,39 and 

perhaps 30,000 unlicenced hawkers;40 many doctors travelled widely in making home 

visits;41 and itinerant preaching itself dated back to medieval times.42 There was a óminor 

traditionô of itinerancy within seventeenth century Dissent.43 Thus the General Baptists 

deployed travelling evangelists, but this became less frequent in the early eighteenth century, 

due partly to recruitment difficulties, because of the personal financial insecurity involved.44   

When Wesley died in 1791 there were some 300 full-time preachers, and by 1800 over 400;45 

As an increasing proportion married and had children, their expectations and financial 

                                                           
39 Spufford, M. (1981). Small Books and Pleasant Histories: popular fiction and its readership in seventeenth 

century England. London, Methuen, 116 

40 Mitchell, I. (2014). Tradition and Innovation in English Retailing, 1700 to 1850. Farnham, Ashgate, 62, 

citing an estimate from the 1720s 

41 For example, Erasmus Darwin had a geographically extensive medical practice in Staffordshire, and visited 

his patients in a carriage fitted out with a larder, library and writing-desk: óhe did his reading, and wrote most 

of his verse, en route for consultations.ô In this he resembled John Wesley in later life. See Porter, D. and R. 

Porter (1989). Patient's Progress.  Doctors and doctoring in eighteenth-century England. Cambridge, Polity 

Press, 72-73 

42 Blackmore, J. H. (1951). Lay-preaching in England from the time of the Reformation to the rise of 

Methodism: a study in its development, character and significance. PhD, University of Edinburgh 

43 Lovegrove, D. W. (1988). Established Church, Sectarian People.  Itinerancy and the transformation of 

English dissent, 1780-1830. Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 22-25 

44 Blackmore, J. H. (1951), Lay-preaching, 440 

45 A parallel development process took place in America: in 1799 there were an estimated 269 itinerant 

preachers - and 850 local preachers - in the United States. Wigger, J. H. (2001), Taking Heaven, 31  
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demands increased, generating conflict and division.46 But the creation of this national cadre 

was a significant and unparalleled achievement for eighteenth century Wesleyanism, one 

achieved almost entirely on the basis of funds generated from within the movement. 

The Wesleyan concept of ministry 

Wesleyan itinerant preaching started with the Wesley brothers and a small number of 

associates. Lay helpers were then recruited and they, too, began to itinerate. Precise data on 

the early preaching cadre are not available; the boundaries between the Wesleyan Connexion 

and other individuals and groups sharing at least some of their aims were far from clear. 

Over time, however, the status of ópreacher in connexion with Mr. Wesleyô came to mean 

preachers who were deployed centrally through the annual Wesleyan Conference, but there 

were exceptions.47 John Dolman was apparently an itinerant in the early 1750s,48 but was 

never named in the Conference Minutes; John Holdsworth received an obituary as a long-

serving itinerant in the Methodist Magazine in 1828 but his career was similarly 

unrecorded.49 

                                                           
46 Again, the United State saw similar tensions, as Wigger records: óAs Methodists became more comfortable 

with the world around them, they found celibacy as a countercultural ideal more difficult to sustainé. More 

often than not, preachers did eventually find wives and leave the itinerancyé. Closely related to the problem 

of preachers marrying and locating was a tendency for those who remained to cut a more refined figure in 

polite societyé. Young preachers increasingly seemed less willing to make the same sort of sacrifices that 

their older colleagues had.ô Wigger, J. H. (2009). American Saint: Francis Asbury and the Methodists. New 

York, NY, Oxford University Press, 238 

47 Lenton, J. H. (2000). My Sons in the Gospel. Loughborough, Wesley Historical Society, 8 

48 Dolman, J. (1758). Hymns and Spiritual Songs for the Travellers to Mount Zion. London, Printed for the 

author. xvii-xviii. In October 1752 Wesleyôs Bristol steward recorded in his diary that he óé.walked with Mr. 

J. Wesley to B[rother] Dolmans at the New Wells.ô Duke I, SF9, Bristol Steward's Diary (1752-1754), 27  

49 Lenton, J. H. (2000), My Sons , 8 
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In time a complex structure of ministers developed: beneath the senior leadership there was 

a small group of ordained Anglican clergy and senior lay preachers; óassistantsô who oversaw 

the work of the circuits, and (after 1791) chairs of districts above them; full-time itinerant 

preachers; a small number of specialists, such as Wesleyôs travelling companion; a large 

cadre of unpaid part-time local preachers, who generally did not travel extensively; and 

exhorters, who gave addresses but did not expound the Bible.50 

This model was neither inevitable nor unchallenged. In the early 1750s Charles Wesley 

developed doubts about his brotherôs reliance on lay preachers.51 Scottish Methodists 

preferred ordained ministers; when in 1785 John Wesley ordained preachers for Scotland 

membership numbers doubled in four years, from 534 to 1,046.52 However, for John Wesley 

the itinerant preachers held a special place - they were his ósons in the gospel.ô53 

Preacher numbers 

Early estimates of preacher numbers in the British Isles were published by Whitehead in 

1793,54 drawing on the annual list of preachersô stations published in the Conference 

                                                           
50 For a succinct discussion of the various modes of Wesleyan spiritual leadership see Works, Minutes, 

Introduction, 75-76. For a fuller treatment of Wesleyan organisation see Baker, F. (1965), óPolityô, 213-273 

51 Lloyd, G. (2007). Charles Wesley and the Struggle for Methodist Identity. Oxford, Oxford University Press, 

112-119. As Burdon notes, Charles satirised his brotherôs fondness for his team of lay preachers in his 1786 

poem óAll my Geese are Swans.ô See Burdon, A. (2005). Authority and order: John Wesley and his preachers. 

Aldershot, Ashgate, 32 

52 Brown, C. G. (1987). The Social History of Religion in Scotland since 1730. London and New York, NY, 

Methuen, 52-53. Brown notes that when the decision was reversed after Wesleyôs death, membership fell 

immediately. For 1785 and 1790 membership numbers, see Works, Minutes, 580, 728 

53 óAct in all things, not according to your own will, but ñas a son in the gospel.òô  From the óRules of an 

Assistantô agreed at the first Conference in 1744 - Works, Minutes, 141 

54 Whitehead, J. (1793, 1796). The Life of the Reverend John Wesley, M.A. London, Printed by Stephen 

Couchman. Vol. 2, 505 
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Minutes. These records were not wholly accurate, for example because of changes between 

Conferences. Thus Joseph Entwisle - who became a local preacher aged fifteen - was 

recorded as being stationed at Northampton from the summer of 1784, but did not take up 

his post, as he was still bound as an apprentice; posted to Keighley in 1785, he never 

arrived.55  

The first official comprehensive list of preachers was published in 1795,56 partly in response 

to new legislation on friendly societies, which encouraged the Connexion to specify which 

preachers were beneficiaries of its pension fund.57 Somewhat higher estimates appear in 

Mylesô history of the movement;58 he included a number of unpaid óvery useful Local 

Preachersô, as well as ordained Anglican clergy. Welch included similar data in his 1829 

review of óWesleyan polityô.59 Lentonôs recent and comprehensive research yields estimates 

for ópossibleô as well as confirmed members of the preaching community.60 

These data (see Annex 1A) suggest that after a rapid development in itinerant preaching 

during the Evangelical Revival of the 1740s and 1750s, subsequent growth was more 

                                                           
55 Works, Minutes, 534, 571, 625; Duke I, Vols. 22, Crowther, J. (c.1805). óThe Life and Travels of a Methodist 

Preacher....ô This,  Crowtherôs manuscript autobiography, includes a memoir of Entwisle 

56 Pawson, J. (1795). A Chronological Catalogue of all the Travelling Preachers now in the Methodist 

Connexion. Liverpool, Printed by J. M'Creery 

57 See chapter three 

58 Myles, 445-464: this was first published in 1799, though I have used the fuller 1813 fourth edition 

59 Welch, C. (1829). The Wesleyan Polity. London, Mason, 27-31 

60 Lenton, J. H. (2009). John Wesley's Preachers: a social and statistical analysis.... Colorado Springs, CO, 

Paternoster, Table 22, 438. Numbers quoted are for ódefiniteô, ópossibleô and ósupernumeraryô travelling 

preachers. The associated database of Wesleyan preachers developed by Lenton has also been analysed for this 

study, with permission  
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measured: the number of Wesleyan preachers rose in line with the membership - there was 

typically one preacher for every 220-240 members. 

The early preachers 

At the first formal Wesleyan Conference, held in 1744, the óofficeô of a preacher was defined, 

along with twelve rules of conduct. Preaching came first, followed by the spiritual guidance 

and direction of society members. But there were also significant administrative 

responsibilities, including financial oversight of the local societies.61 John Wesley controlled 

admissions to the itinerant ministry during his lifetime, using a process which was first set 

out at the 1746 Conference.62 Personal faith was the key selection criterion, ahead of 

education, as he explained in 1756: 

As to the qualifications of a gospel minister, - Grace is necessary; learning is 
expedient.  Grace and supernatural gifts are ninety-nine parts in an hundred.  
Acquired learning may then have its place.63 
 

The preachersô training was primarily on the job. Wesley issued detailed directives, not only 

about preaching, but also about the conduct of meetings and their personal behaviour;64 he 

encouraged them to read, and published works for their edification.65 Their performance was 

assessed individually at the annual Conference, the procedure emerging at the 1747 and 1748 

                                                           
61 Works, Minutes, 139-140 

62 Peirce, W. (1873). The Ecclesiastical Principles and Polity of the Wesleyan Methodists. London, Wesleyan 

Conference Office, Chapter 7 

63 Letter of 16 April 1756 to Rev. Samuel Furly.  Telford, Letters III, 175 

64 On which see for example Brooks, G. B. (2009), óPreachingô, in Abraham, W. J. and J. E. Kirby (eds.) The 

Oxford Handbook of Methodist Studies. Oxford, Oxford University Press, 364-367. On John Wesleyôs own 

practice as a preacher, see Heitzenrater, R. P. (1999). óJohn Wesley's principles and practice of preachingô, 

Methodist History, 37 (2) (January 1999), 89-106 

65 See chapter seven 
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Conferences. Though scrutiny focused on their personal behaviour and example, it took 

account also of the size and spiritual health of the local societies.66  

The efforts of full-time itinerant preachers were supplemented by those of part-time local 

preachers. Their numbers were not centrally recorded, but in 1804 the senior preacher 

Samuel Bradburn put the number at 1,500-2,500: three to five part-timers for every full-

timer.67 

The scope of the preachers’ role 

The dynamics of the Wesleyan movement were complex; membership turnover was 

significant, although often people left one local society only to join another.68 The rapid 

increases in membership characteristic of revivals were the net effect of large inflows of new 

members offset by losses amongst existing members: thus between 1790 and 1800 the 

Horncastle society grew from 38 to 56 members - almost 50 per cent - due to 42 new recruits 

and 24 departures.69 And as the preacher James Rogers recalled: 

In the year 1775, I was received into full connection, and appointed at the Leeds 
Conference for Edinburghé. yet very little fruit appeared at the end of two years. 
When we went there, we found two hundred and sixty members: we joined upwards 

                                                           
66 See Baker, F. (1965), óPolityô, 248-251. For example, from 1748 every preacher was enjoined annually to 

ódiligently inform himself of the spiritual and temporal state of each Society.ô See Works, Minutes, 225   

67 In a sermon first delivered on 30 September 1804. Bradburn, S. (1805). God Shining Forth from Between 

the Cherubim: a sermon. Bolton, Printed for the author, 64 

68 As Rule has noted, there was a high degree of internal migration in England, especially among the young 

who were seeking work, such that óMost people did not spend their whole lives in one place.ô Rule, J. (1992). 

Albion's People: English society, 1714-1815. London and New York, NY, Longman, 136  

69 Entries for 1790 and 1800, Duke I, Vols. 12, Riggall, M. (1922). óThe Methodists of East Lincolnshire, 1759-

1823, as recorded in the Registers of the Grimsby and Horncastle Circuits; Transcribed (with elucidatory notes) 

from the original MS books by Marmaduke Riggall.ô This is almost certainly an under-estimate: it takes 

account only of changes in the membership lists as at 1790 and 1800, and not of turnover between those dates 
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of two hundred more; and yet, in the end, left only two hundred and forty-five; - 
fifteen less than we found, so fluctuating was that people!70 

Constant evangelistic and pastoral effort was therefore essential, including open-air ófield 

preachingô to large crowds.71  

Preachersô administrative duties included keeping the membership roll of each local society, 

issuing and policing the tickets issued to members, and reporting numbers to the circuit 

quarterly and to the national conference annually. In 1775 Samuel Bardsley wrote to his 

assistant,72 Thomas Taylor: 

I hope Mr. Colbeck will send the tickets and the list of the society. I think I took 
down the names of some new members both at Otley & Colne. I think it might be 
well to enquire as you go along who are new members and mark them and then we 
shall know how many we have joined.73  

And in his memorandum book entry for 10-14 July 1781, Bradburn, then the assistant at 

Keighley, recorded that he spent the time: 

                                                           
70 Rogers, J. (1796). The experience and labours of James Rogers, preacher of the Gospel, including an account 

of his first wife, Mrs. Martha Rogers. Bristol, Printed by R. Edwards, and sold at the Methodist chapels, 19. 

James Rogers (1749-1807) entered the itinerancy in 1774 and retired in 1806. Source: MABI, accessed January 

2015 

71 Thus John Wesley recorded in his Journal for 10 August 1766: óAbout one, I preached at Dawgreen. I judged 

the congregation closely wedged together to extend forty yards one way and about an hundred the other. Now 

suppose five to stand in a yard square, they would amount to twenty thousand people. I began preaching at 

Leeds between five and six to just such another congregation.ô Works, Journal V, 56 

72 ie. the senior preacher in the circuit, at this time Haworth, to whom he reported  

73 Letter of 24 November to Thomas Taylor. MARC, GB135 BRD: The Personal Papers of Samuel Bardsley: 

Correspondence and Diaries (1765-1818), BRD4, Letter Books and Diaries, vol. 4, 89. Samuel Bardsley 

(c.1746-1818) entered the itinerancy in 1768 and for a time was the senior preacher of the Connexion. Source: 

MABI, accessed online January 2015  
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Taking an account of the Books, and regulating the affairs of the Circuit for the 
Conference. This was my duty, but it was poor dry work.74 

Other duties included fund-raising - both the regular gathering of class and ticket money and 

the various annual collections, and one-off campaigns, such as the major drive in 1767-1768 

to reduce Connexional debt.75 Some preachers found this activity burdensome, and felt that 

ótemporal affairsô were given too much attention. In December 1789, John Pawson wrote to 

Joseph Benson:76 

There appears too great a thirst for money in some men at the Conference. This leads 
to find out ways and means to raise more, and so much is said on these subjects that 
one would almost be tempted to think that this was our grand end and aim, and that 
he does the most good in his circuit, and is the best Assistant who brings the most 
money to the Conference; and I really believe that a great deal of harm is done by 
some men to the work of God in collecting that money.77 

Preachers also had a responsibility to encourage their flock to buy and read books;78 and to 

support the leadership in other ways, for example by giving Wesley feedback on the latest 

publications.79    

  

                                                           
74 Journal entry for 10-14 July 1781, when at Keighley. MARC, AN1977/296: Samuel Bradburn (WM) (1751-

1816) Journals and sermons, Journal vol. 1 (1774 onwards). Bradburn joined the itinerancy in 1774 and served 

as President of Conference in 1799. Renowned as a preacher, he was known as óthe Methodist Demosthenes.ô 

Source: MABI, accessed January 2015 

75 See chapter six 

76 John Pawson (1737-1806) entered the itinerancy in 1762, and was ordained by Wesley to serve in Scotland 

in 1785. Joseph Benson (1748-1821) joined the Methodist itinerancy in 1771, having been classics master at 

Wesleyôs Kingswood School. Both served two terms as President of Conference. Source: MABI, accessed 

online February 2015 

77 Letter of 31 December 1789 to Joseph Benson. Bowmer, J. C. and J. A. Vickers, (eds.). (1995). The letters 

of John Pawson: Methodist itinerant, 1762-1806. Peterborough, World Methodist Historical Society, 86 

78 See chapters seven and eight 

79 Works, Minutes, 283 
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Preaching circuits 

At the outset, John Wesleyôs vision was to establish a small number of regional evangelistic 

hubs, from which preachers would move out, especially along the turnpikes, establishing 

societies in adjacent towns and villages. At the first Wesleyan Conference in 1744, the 

strategy was set out in these terms: 

Q.12. What is the best way of spreading the gospel?  
A. To go a little and a little farther from London, Bristol, St. Ives, Newcastle, or any 
other Society. So a little leaven would spread with more effect and less noise, and 
help would always be at hand.80 

The organised nationwide deployment of Wesleyan itinerant preachers began at this 

Conference;81 that November the Yorkshire local preacher Richard Viney met two 

Newcastle-based itinerants, Thomas Meyrick and Matthew Errington, travelling to their 

assignments: 

They stayed about three days and then set forward to Sheffield & c. and so to 
Cornwall all on foot. This is ye. beginning of a new order among Mr. Westleyôs 
people (viz.) that ye. lay Preachers shall go on foot as ye. Moravian Bren. are wont.82 

Preaching circuits were first mentioned in the 1746 Conference Minutes, when seven were 

named.83 They were essentially geographically proximate groups of Wesleyan societies, 

around which an individual itinerant preacher was expected to travel regularly over a set 

period, often every four to six weeks (see Annex 1C). Preachers were initially stationed for 

a month or so, but by the 1760s a one-year posting was the norm.84  

                                                           
80 Works, Minutes, 138. This is discussed further in chapter five 

81 Works, Minutes, 142, Q.5 

82 Entry for 25 November 1744. Duke I, Vols. 26, óRichard Viney's Diary, 1744. Transcribed by Marmaduke 

Riggall, 1921-2ô, Notebook 7 

83 Works, Minutes, 183 

84 Works, Minutes, 83-84. Circuits are discussed further in chapter six 
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The pattern of preaching and pastoral visits varied according to local circumstances; thus in 

the larger urban centres, a preacher might be stationed in the city more or less permanently,85 

approaching the settled status of most Anglican clergy and Dissenting ministers. But for the 

Wesleyan preacher, constant travel was typical. In June 1775 Bradburn preached fifty-nine 

sermons while travelling around his North Western circuit, noting plaintively in his journal: 

....I have travelled a great many miles on a poor old horse, that is ready to fall under 
me.  I have no money to buy another....86 

Expenditure on horses was therefore a significant cost for circuits, and sometimes for 

preachers. John Crickett, who began travelling in 1779 and retired in 1805, spent 17 per cent 

of his total cash income on horses, often changing horse every year;87 in contrast, Thomas 

Olivers bought a young colt in 1753, and was still riding him twenty-five years and 100,000 

miles later.88 

How preachers were paid 

Financial provision for itinerant preachers developed in four main overlapping stages. As 

already noted, the initial arrangements were informal, if not haphazard, and the resulting 

lifestyle was both precarious and austere.89 Thus the leading preacher Christopher Hopper 

later recalled the pain of leaving his wife in 1749 to travel as a preacher, adding: 

                                                           
85 This was Bradburnôs experience in Ireland in the late 1770s. See MARC, Bradburn Journal, entries for 1777-

1779 

86 Entry for June 1775, MARC, Bradburn Journal. Data from the entry are reproduced at Annex 1B 

87 MARC, Diaries Collection, AN1977/219: John Crickett: (WM) (1738-1806) Diaries/sermon texts etc. (1775-

1805), 2 vols. 

88 AM II (1779), 129-146, óAn Account of the Life of Mr. Thomas Olivers. Written by Himselfô (Part II), at 

137 

89 Lloyd, A. K. (1968). The Labourer's Hire: the payment and deployment of the early Methodist preachers 

1744-1813. Bunbury, Wesley Historical Society 
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In those days we had no provision made for preachersô wives, no funds, no 
stewards.90 

However, by then at least some preachers were apparently receiving an allowance from 

Wesley, if the critical Rev. George White, curate of Colne, is to be believed: 

As to the under lay-praters, I have reason to assert that, by means of a certain 
allowance from their schismatical general, a contribution from their very wise 
hearers, and the constant maintenance of themselves and horses, they may be 
supposed in a better way of living than the generality of our vicars and curates....91  

A second stage began in 1752, when the óyearly allowance for clothingô - which became 

known as óquarterageô - was introduced, at an initial rate (probably) of Ã10 a year, around 

the same time as the appearance of circuits.92 Some circuits resisted; in 1765, for example, 

the York stewards travelled to the Manchester Conference to complain about the 

requirement.93 Though Ã3 soon became the most widespread quarterly payment, this was not 

universal, and rates tended to rise - albeit gently - over time: by 1793 Birmingham was 

paying Ã4 a quarter, though four years later Stroud in Gloucestershire was still on Ã3.94 

Although in time the rates agreed at Conference came to be seen as entitlements, in 1815 

                                                           
90 Jackson I, 200 

91 Wilder, J. S. (1948). The Early Methodist Lay Preachers and their Contribution to the Eighteenth Century 

Revival in England. PhD, Edinburgh, 299. The quotation is from Simon, J. S. (1925). John Wesley and the 

Advance of Methodism. London, Epworth Press, 120. Whiteôs allegations were refuted by the Rev. William 

Grimshaw in 1749 in his Answer to a Sermon Lately Published Against the Methodists by the Rev. George 

White, M.A. Preston, Printed by James Stanley and John Moon 

92 Jacob Rowellôs notes of the 1752 Limerick Conference suggest that this was when the allowance was 

introduced, at an initial rate of (probably) Ã10, though its adoption seems to have been gradual. See Works, 

Minutes, 255, including f.n.827. Wesleyôs 2 August 1788 circular letter to the Societies reports that óé.above 

thirty years ago it was found most convenient to fix a stated allowance for [preachers and their wives]é.ô: 

Works, Minutes, 669 

93 Myles, 76-77 

94 MARC, AN 1977/294: James Rogers (WM) (1749-1807): Diary and Notebooks (1781-1804): item 4 - 

account book 
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one Wesleyan commentator could still argue that a preacher had no legal redress if he were 

not paid the standard allowance, and that it was not a regular salary and was therefore not 

subject to income tax.95 

The allowance was not the preachersô sole source of Connexional support; they were almost 

constantly on the road, receiving board and lodging (in cash or kind) from local members 

and supporters, typically for some twenty nights a month. In 1773 Bardsley briefed fellow-

preacher John Murlin on the local arrangements, when inviting him to visit his circuit: 

At Derby you enquire for Mrs. Dobington at Mr. Dobingtonôs Bridge Gate, and if 
you go to Nottingham ask for Mr Warwickôs, Castle Gate. At Loughborough enquire 
for Mr. Tooneôs, hatter, you are to be at his house, and at Mount Sorrell ask for Mr. 
Castledine, a brick maker, the first house (a new house) on your right hand as you go 
into the town.96 

Over time, early informal and gratuitous hospitality became formalised. Thus between 1765 

and 1786, for example, one of the class leaders at Darlington, Christopher Musgrave, lodged 

travelling preachers at a charge of 1s.6d. a night.97   

Similarly, as confirmed by the Conference in 1769, the preacherôs major travel expenditure, 

such as horse purchase or hire and turnpike charges, was funded by his circuit, while 

incidental costs were met locally: 

Q.22. Does it belong to each Circuit to provide the Preachers who need them with 
horses, saddles, and bridles? 
A.  Undoubtedly it does; for they cannot be supposed to buy them out of their little 

allowance.98  

                                                           
95 Crowther, J. (1815). A Portraiture of Methodism. London, Richard Edwards, 294-295. Income tax was 

introduced in 1799 - source: www.hmrc.gov.uk/education-zone, accessed November 2014, óA brief history of 

income taxô 

96 Letter of 19 June 1773 to John Murlin. MARC, Bardsley Correspondence and Diaries, vol.1, 78-82 

97 Batty, M. (1990), óMethodist Financeô, Part 2, 7 

98 Works, Minutes, 375. A similar provision was enacted in America in 1774 - see (1813). Minutes of the 

Methodist Conferences, annually held in America, from 1773 to 1813, inclusive. New York, NY, Daniel Hitt 

and Thomas Ware, for the Methodist Connexion in the United States, 8, Point 1 

http://www.hmrc.gov.uk/education-zone
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Thirdly, in the late 1760s, when there were over a hundred itinerants, came the establishment 

of a professional ministry. There were two key developments.  

One was the establishment of the Preachersô Fund, probably in 1763. The principle was 

simple: every itinerant was asked to contribute annually - initially at a rate of 10s.0d., which 

was some 4 per cent of the annual clothing allowance. The accumulated funds were to be 

used to support aged and infirm preachers, and their widows and dependent children.99  

The other was the decision to prevent itinerant preachers from pursuing other trades in 

parallel, as many initially did: thus William Darney was a pedlar. In January 1744 Viney 

recorded in his diary: 

A man, commonly callôd Scotch Will, who carrys a pack, sells hankerchers, 
stockings &c.  and who often preaches about here, having some connexion with John 
Nelson, callôd hereé.100 
 

William Shent, a hairdresser and peruke maker, was recognised as a óhalf-itinerantô, and the 

Minutes of the 1755 Conference name eleven others.101 The sale of patent medicines was 

also popular, and was an important part of the preacher Jacob Rowellôs business, for 

example. Matthew Lowes, a preacher who returned to this business on withdrawing from the 

itinerancy in 1771,102 claimed that:  

é.though the trading of the preachers in cloth, groceries, hardware, etc., was of 
considerable benefit to themselves and their families, it was strongly objected to by 
the people.103  
 

                                                           
99 The Fund is the subject of chapter three. From 1780, it was (mis)used to support other Connexional activities 

100 Entry for 5 January 1744. Duke I, Viney Diary, Notebook 1, 7 

101 Works, Minutes, 273 

102 On 10 November 1771 John Wesley wrote to Lowes: óCertainly there is no objection to your making balsam 

while you are not considered as a travelling preacher.ô Telford, Letters V, 289 

103 Tyerman, L. (1870-1871). The Life and Times of the Rev. John Wesley, M.A., Founder of the Methodists. 

(3 Vols.) London, Hodder and Stoughton, Vol. 3, 71, fn.2. Tyerman states that he is quoting Lowesôs 

unpublished autobiography, which I have not traced 
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The practice of following a trade was banned by Conference in 1768, with immediate 

effect.104 It followed the failure of Wesleyôs prolonged attempt to make common cause with 

leading Evangelical clergy, as in his April 1764 circular letter: if he was going to spread the 

Gospel across the British Isles, he would need to find and fund the preachers himself.105   

The new approach freed the preachers for full-time service, and probably owed something 

to the Canons of the Anglican Church, which banned clergy from óbase or servile labourô, 

and was taken to preclude their involvement in any kind of trade.106 There were limited 

exceptions, possibly including schoolmastering; although in 1782 Benson contemplated 

leaving the itinerancy and setting up a boarding school, apparently because of financial 

pressures,107 some Wesleyan missionaries in the West Indies ran fee-paying schools.108 

There was another reason for the ban: preachersô debts, whether incurred in course of trade 

or to finance new chapels, inhibited geographical mobility. In the wider economy, most debt 

at this period was informal, not necessarily even written down, and it was disconcerting for 

creditors when debtors left the area, still more the region. Rowell recognised the difficulty, 

recording one 1770 debt in these terms: 

                                                           
104 Works, Minutes, 359, Q. 22 

105 See Works, Minutes, 298; Journal entries for 16 March and 6 August 1764, Works, Journal IV, 445, 485; 

Baker, F. (1970). John Wesley and the Church of England. London, Epworth Press. 181-197; and Heitzenrater, 

R. P. (1995), Wesley, 214-215 

106 Walcott, M. E. C. (1874). The Constitutions and Canons Ecclesiastical of the Church of England, referred 

to their original sources, and illustrated with explanatory notes. Oxford and London, James Parker and Co. 

Canons 75-76, 106-109 

107 Macdonald, J. (1822). Memoirs of the Rev. Joseph Benson. London, Sold by T. Blanchard and others, 134-

135 

108 See chapter nine 
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Then borrowed of Mr. John Ostler in Thirsk five pounds five shillings & promised 
to pay it before I leave the round. [The entry was subsequently crossed out, 
presumably indicating that the debt had been repaid]109  

The first (1744) Conference endorsed a rule for itinerant preachers proposed by Wesley: 

Contract no debt without my knowledge.110 

In 1749 the Conference agreed to set up a General Fund;111 the 1763 Conference decided 

that this should be financed through a yearly collection.112 One aim was to enable more local 

preachers to become itinerants, who ranged more widely, by freeing them of their debt:113 

Where there are houses [ie. chapels] there are not preachers.... In several parts of 
England there are local preachers, who have both gifts and graces equal to those of 
most itinerants. ñWhy then do they not travel?ò They are willing so to do. But they 
are afraid of bringing scandal upon the gospel, because they have contracted debts, 
which, though very small, they are not yet able to pay.  So they are bound hand and 
foot.... We cannot buy a preacher for ten thousand pounds - but we may release one 
for ten or twelve.114 

The General Fund was initially unable to meet the demands upon it, but the 1768 ban on 

trade and the parallel reorganisation of chapel funding tackled the root of the problem, not 

just the symptoms, though preachers continued to fall into personal debt.115 

The fourth stage in the development of financial provision for preachers arose as the number 

of married preachers with children grew. This completely changed the underlying economics 

                                                           
109 Entry for 12 March 1770, Durham County Archives, M/BC 83-85, Manuscript Memorandum Books of 

Jacob Rowell (3 vols.), vol. 2. óRoundô was another term for ópreaching circuitô 

110 Works, Minutes, 810, Q.3., A.(11) 

111 Works, Minutes, 232, [Ä4]; and óLarge Minutes 1753-1763ô, 870, [Ä72] 

112 The subsequent history of the Yearly Collection is discussed in chapter six 

113 Some of which had been incurred to help finance the construction of chapels - see chapters four and five 

114 Works, Minutes, óLarge Minutes 1753-1763ô, 871, [Ä72] A. 2 

115 See below 
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of itinerancy in the British Isles.116 Most early itinerants were single; Myles claimed that 

Alexander Mather was the first to marry, in 1757.117 Lentonôs preachersô database suggests 

that the number of married men amongst the total preacher population rose from some 60 

amongst those entering the ministry in or before 1750 to 350 amongst those entering in or 

before 1790 (see Annex 1D).118 

He estimates that of those Wesleyan preachers who had children, the average family size 

was some 3.4 children.119 As discussed in the following chapter, in response the Conference 

introduced a range of allowances for preachers and their families, which increased over time, 

as Annex 1D shows.120 But a married preacher also needed a home; his family needed food 

and other supplies; his children needed an education; and there were medical and other costs. 

Increasingly, accommodation came to be provided in preachersô houses adjacent to chapels. 

They also expected the services of a housemaid, especially once they had children. As 

Pawson observed sadly in 1796: 

I do not see how it will be possible for our Connection to bear the heavy expence 
which is continually increasing by marriages. It matters not who or what the woman 
has been, whether a servant girl or anything else, she is no sooner a Preacherôs wife 
but she must have a servant....121 

                                                           
116 The American experience was different. At this time most American preachers remained unmarried, or left 

the itinerancy upon marriage. Hatch, N. O. (1989). The Democratization of American Christianity. New Haven, 

CT, and London, Yale University Press, 88 

117 Myles, 80-81. Mather refused to begin travelling until provision had been made for his wife 

118 Data from Lentonôs database of itinerant preachers, accessed by permission. The data are indicative only; 

for example, they take no account of the family status of preachers who left the ministry 

119 Lenton, J. H. (2009), Wesleyôs Preachers, 119 

120 Main sources: Works, Minutes and Minutes I-II, various years 

121 Letter of 3 June 1796 to Joseph Benson. Bowmer, J. C. and J. A. Vickers (1995) (eds.), Pawson Letters, 

Vol. 2, 83 
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Where there was a preachersô house these might of course be working for more than one 

family. 

Other sources of income 

Not all preachers were wholly dependent on the Connexion for their income. Some 

maintained business interests. In the 1770s Rowell was lending money at interest and still 

selling medicines, though the latter business was possibly managed by his wife.122 John 

Atlay seems to have been in business for himself while serving as the Book Steward in 

London. In 1783 and 1784 he was operating as a bookseller, using City Road Chapel as his 

business address;123 and in September 1785 he wrote: 

I have begun to do a little business for myself as coal merchant; and have reason to 
think it will do well for me. I have not left the book room, nor do I intend it at 
present.124 
 

In fact it was probably books and publishing which provided most opportunity for itinerant 

preachers to increase their income, in two ways. 

First, Wesley strongly encouraged his preachers to sell Book Room publications, paying 

assistants 10 per cent commission on sales.125 Rowellôs personal accounts include his book 

                                                           
122 In the pocket book which he used from July 1771, Rowell recorded (without date): óReceived of Joseph 

Sunter eighteen shillings in part of four pounds ten shillings due at Martinmas past being two yearsô interest 

for fifty poundsô, ie. in respect of a loan at an interest rate of 4.5 per cent. A list of debts beginning on 19 

February 1772 includes óbalsam not paid forô and ó12 bottles.ô Durham County Archives, Rowell Memorandum 

Books, vol. 3. He also owned shares in the Blagill lead mine - see entry dated Christmas 1770, Durham County 

Archives, Rowell Memorandum Books, vol. 2. His will, dated 14 May 1774, included cash legacies totalling 

some Ã280 to his children: Durham County Archives, M/BC 87, Last Will and Testament of Jacob Rowell   

123 See his advertisement for various works by the Rev. Edward Smyth in the 16 January 1784 edition of the 

Morning Chronicle and London Advertiser - British Newspapers 1600-1950 database, accessed December 

2014  

124 Letter of 17 September 1785 to George Merryweather. MARC, Lamplough Collection, AN1977/485: Early 

Preachersô Letters etc., transcribed by James Everett, vol. 1 (1725-1828), Letter XXI  

125 See also chapter seven 
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orders and sales: one entry, dating from the late 1760s or early 1770s, records paying another 

preacher Ã6.10s.0d. for several parcels of books, after a discount of 16s.6d., which is 11 per 

cent.126 In 1784-1786 Rogers, then based in Dublin, earned some Ã4.10s.0d. a year in 

commission on book sales in the city, constituting 8 per cent of his income, and this seems 

typical for the period.127 In 1789 Bradburn recorded that he had ósold above 100 volumes of 

excellent books toward paying my debts.ô128 

Though assistants often shared their commission with their colleagues, this was not 

universal. As Kilham wrote of the assistants in 1797: 

And have they not also power to make their colleagues, under-travelling-
booksellers? Do they not frequently go round the circuits with bags full of books, to 
offer to the people, and when they return have no share in the profits of selling?129 

Second, many preachers were published authors - 150 of the 802 on Lentonôs database.130 

Some produced hymnals, such as Hampson in 1767,131 and Murlin, whose Sacred Hymns 

ran to at least two editions.132 Others had more extensive activities. Thus Benson published 

for example Four Sermons on the Second Coming of Christ and the Future Misery of the 

                                                           
126 Durham County Archives, Rowell Memorandum Books, vol. 2, undated entry beginning óindebted to 

Matthew Errington....ô 

127 Summary accounts for 1784-1786, MARC, Rogers Account Book. For the overall picture on sales 

commission, see estimates at Annex 8F(iv) 

128 Lenton, J. H. (2009), Wesleyôs Preachers, 66 

129 Kilham, A. (1797). óLetter to the Editorô, in The Methodist Monitor, or Moral and Religious Depository, II,  

27 

130 Lenton, J. H. (2009), Wesleyôs Preachers, 67 

131 Hampson, J. (1767). A Collection of Hymns. Chester, Printed by J. Harvie 

132 Murlin, J. (1781). Sacred Hymns on Various Subjects. Leeds, Printed by James Bowling 
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Wicked,133 which Pawson did his best to sell, expecting in return Bensonôs support should 

he venture into print himself. He wrote to Benson in August 1788: 

As you are satisfied with respect to the sale of your sermons, it is enough, and you 
are perfectly welcome as to my trouble. If I can sell any more of them I will. When 
I publish anything I will let you know and shall expect your offered assistance.134 

Both these preachers also acted as publishers.135  

Some wives had paid work within the Connexion. In 1788-1789 the accounts for the 

Rochester society record quarterly payments of a guinea to Mrs. Butterfield, presumably the 

wife of William Butterfield, an itinerant then stationed in the circuit, for ólooking after ye 

Chapel, Washing &c.ô, and she was probably not unique.136  Other wives served in unpaid 

roles; thus in 1782 John Valton wrote to Wesley: 

I must now desire you, dear Sir, if you can possibly do it, let two wives be sent next 
year into this Circuit that can lead a class.  It is an inconceivable good to have useful 
women, under a Preacher, that will encourage them.137  

Some preachers had private income. Robert Carr Brackenbury was the squire of Raithby 

Hall in Lincolnshire.138 Valton never drew a stipend: he came from an aristocratic family, 

                                                           
133 Benson, J. (1781). Four Sermons on the Second Coming of Christ, and the future misery of the wicked. 

Leeds, James Bowling 

134 Letter of 28 August 1788 to Joseph Benson. Bowmer, J. C. and J. A. Vickers, (1995) (eds.), Pawson Letters, 

Vol. 1, 67   

135 The 1792 edition of Bensonôs Four Sermons lists nine other works ólately publishedô by him, seven of which 

were by Benson and two by John Fletcher   

136 Accounts for 1788-1789, Medway Archives and Local Studies Centre, NM5/2/Db/1/11, óAccompt Book of 

the Society at the Rev. Mr. Wesleyôs chapel, Rochester commencing August 1788.ô For Butterfieldôs station 

see Works, Minutes, 624   

137 Letter of 1 January 1782 from Valton to Wesley - see AM XIII (February 1790) 106. At this time Valton 

was stationed in Manchester - Works, Minutes, 509 

138 The chapel he built at Raithby was opened by John Wesley in 1779 - for details see Leach, T. R. (1993). 

John Wesley's Earthly Paradise. Gainsborough, Laece Books, on behalf of Raithby by Spilsby Methodist 

Chapel. Brackenbury was sent by Wesley to the Channel Islands in 1783, where he established societies and 

http://www.wesleyhistoricalsociety.org.uk/dmbi/index.php?do=app.entry&id=571
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and had a Government pension of at least Ã40 a year.139 Sutcliffe claimed that at the 1769 

Conference: 

é.there were at that time, perhaps half a dozen of ye. preachers who had private 
fortunes that declined accepting quarterage for their wives, so the rich assisted the 
pooré.140 

These were exceptions, but Lenton has highlighted the fact that a significant number of 

itinerants - including of course both Wesley brothers - married ówealthy wivesô.141 Joseph 

Cownleyôs wife brought to the marriage a fortune of Ã3,000.142 Rogers gained financially 

from both his marriages, the second of which was to the noted Wesleyan Hester Ann Roe.143 

Thomas Cokeôs finances, drained by his missionary ventures, were rescued by marriage to a 

wealthy heiress in 1805.144 One preacher, William Fish, advised another (Kilham) in 1788 

of sixteen points to look for in a potential wife, of which the sixteenth was: 

é.as much fortune as will maintain herself, her husband and children, if need 
beé.145   
 

For Rogers, some private means were indispensable. He commented in his diary: 

Considering the constitution of Methodism as it relates to temporal things, it appears 
to me that few situations in Life render it more necessary than that of an Itinerant 

                                                           
built chapels in both Jersey and Guernsey. See (2000) Dictionary of Methodism in Britain and Ireland. London, 

Epworth Press; and Moore, R. D. (1952). Methodism in the Channel Islands. London, Epworth Press 

139 Jackson VI, 95, editorôs note 

140 MARC, Wesley Collection, AN1977/514: Joseph Sutcliffe (WM) (1762-1856) Ms. History of Methodism 

(1703-1824), 4 vols. - vol. II, 728-729 

141 Lenton, J. H. (2009), Wesleyôs Preachers, 101. He estimates that at least 93 of the 802 preachers on his 

database married a wealthy wife ï óone with an income or a property or a wealthy fatherô 

142 Jackson II, 24-25 

143 From the Introduction, dated 29 September 1792, MARC, Rogers Account Book 

144 Vickers, J. A. (1969). Thomas Coke: Apostle of Methodism. London, Epworth Press, 268; and see chapter 

nine 

145 Letter of 10 March 1788 from William Fish to Alexander Kilham. Blackwell, J. (1838),  Kilham, 107-108  

http://www.wesleyhistoricalsociety.org.uk/dmbi/index.php?do=app.entry&id=1508
http://www.wesleyhistoricalsociety.org.uk/dmbi/index.php?do=app.entry&id=1197
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Preacher to possess some little Dependance  exclusive of what he may receive from 
the People he serves.146 
 

Gifts could also be an important source of income. The Wesley brothers were doubtless 

exceptional: John Wesleyôs personal accounts show that he received óby myselfô an annual 

average of around Ã350 in 1782-1786; Charles Wesleyôs household accounts show annual 

income from gifts and reimbursed expenses averaging almost Ã60 over the 1752-1756 

period, and some Ã150 in 1772-1782.147 Rogers was probably more typical: when in Dublin 

in 1784-1786, he clearly regarded the two guineas a year which he received in cash gifts as 

unusually low.148 Bardsley thought such support was essential for preachers with children. 

He wrote to a fellow preacher in 1774, concerning a mutual colleague with a large family: 

I hope you will be a friend to brother Poole. Do you what you can to make him 
comfortable, and if ever you should have a large family, I hope God will raise you 
friends so that you and yours want no good thing.149 

Pooleôs case had been raised with Bardsley several years previously when he had himself 

contemplated marriage.150 And when John Furz was thrown from his horse and became 

                                                           
146 From the Introduction, dated 29 September 1792, MARC, Rogers Account Book 

147 MARC, Wesley Collection, AN1977/461: Nehemiah Curnock (WM) (1840-1915) Transcripts of historic 

documents, vol. 3 - Personal accounts of John Wesley; and Charles Wesley papers, DDCW/4/10: Account 

book (1752-1756), and DDCW/8/8: Account book (1772-1782) 

148 Entries for 1784-1786, MARC, Rogers Account Book 

149 Letter of 5 November 1774 to Thomas Hanson. MARC, Bardsley Correspondence and Diaries, vol. 3, 63.  

Poole had five children 

150 In 1770 Pawson cautioned Bardsley, then at Chester, who was planning to marry Mary Charlton: óWill you 

not be obliged to be wholly dependent upon the Society for a maintenance for yourself and family? Believe 

me, you will find this to be no little thing: remember poor J. Pool at Manchester. Consider the expense of a 

wife and children and how exceeding difficult in the general it is to procure bare necessaries for them and that 

very often with murmuring both from the stewards and people.ô Letter of 17 May 1770. Bowmer, J. C. and J. 

A. Vickers (1995) (eds.), Pawson Letters, Vol. 1, 8. Pawson himself married wealth in 1773; Bardsley, in the 

event, remained single 
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supernumerary due to the resulting injuries, his Ã12 Connexional pension was supplemented 

by a further Ã12 pension from a Mr. Dornford, whom he had converted.151 

Even after the ban on preachersô trades and reorganisation of chapel funding in the late 

1760s, some preachers fell into personal debt: Bradburn owed money for much of his 

preaching career. In 1782, when stationed in the populous Bradford circuit, and married with 

one child, he confided to his journal: 

I am now in a circuit far from being the worst. I preach and ride about a great deal; 
there are about 1,800 in the societies under my care;152 and though I live (not to say, 
pinch) as near as I can, yet am I so straitened in my circumstances that I cannot keep 
out of debt! 
 

And in 1789, when in the even larger Manchester circuit, he reported that he was óMuch 

troubled on account of owing money.ô153 Thomas Wride also repeatedly reported financial 

worries. In August 1790, he challenged Wesleyôs decision to move him from the Dales to 

Bideford in Devon, and remained in Yorkshire, partly because of the cost of the journey: 

I really doubt, whether I am able to bear the journey. Brother Holder has given me 
three guineas for travelling expenses, but I verily believe that I cannot get my wife 
to Bideford for less than twelve guineas; and I have not so much money in hand; 
neither do I know which way to get it, without considerable time: I have much more 
owing me, but my bills are not current in inns & turnpike roads.154  

                                                           
151 MARC, Sutcliffe, J., History, III, 994. Furz is first recorded as supernumerary in the minutes of the 1780 

Conference - Works, Minutes, 498 

152 The 1781 Conference Minutes record membership at Bradford of 1,830: Works, Minutes, 513  

153 Entries for January 1782 and early December 1789, MARC, Bradburn Journal. The circuit accounts for the 

period suggest that it, too, was in financial trouble. In early 1790 it held an óExtra Collection towards paying 

of the Circuit Debtô, which raised almost Ã30. See entry for 29 March 1790, Greater Manchester County Record 

Office with Manchester Archives, GB 127, M60/2/3/1/1, MF3075, Manchester Methodist Circuit Account 

Book (1763-1799), 67     

154 Letter of 26 August 1790 from Thomas Wride to John Wesley. Duke I, Box CO9, Wride, T. (1771-1790), 

Manuscript notebooks and letterbooks, Letterbook no. 2. The Conference Minutes for 1790 record Wrideôs 

station as Bideford - Works, Minutes, 714. However, the 1791 Minutes show that he was in receipt of a 
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Preachers’ incomes and lifestyles 

What kind of lifestyle did Wesleyan preachers enjoy? There is no doubt that for some at least 

of the itinerants, life was hard. Their constant travelling was intrinsically gruelling, and the 

standard of local hospitality was variable. When John Jane of Epworth died in 1750 after 

only four years as a travelling preacher: 

All his clothes, linen, and woollen stockings, hat and wig, were not sufficient to 
answer his funeral expenses, which amounted to one pound seventeen shillings and 
three-pence. All the money he had was one shilling and four-pence. Upon this, Mr. 
Wesley observes, ñIt was enough for any unmarried Preacher of the Gospel to leave 
to his executors.ò155 

And in 1752 John Bennet recorded in his diary: 

I looked so long at the uncharitableness of the people that heaviness seized upon my 
spirits so as to have an effect upon my body. I looked at things at a distance and was 
tempted to think that I should never be able to maintain my family, but be reduced to 
want....156 

Money was often tight. In 1782, Bradburn, then in Bradford, considered leaving the 

itinerancy due to financial pressures, a move which his fame as a preacher made feasible; he 

noted that: 

....the Independents have made me very large offers. This is the more trying to me 
now, as I have not above Ã50 per year, to maintain myself, wife, child and servant. 
But fearing that temporal advantages ought not to sway me, I have refused.157  

When stationed in Norwich in 1783-1783, Adam Clarke later recalled that he: 

é.frequently cleaned and blacked his own shoes, and those of his brethren, as there 
was no person regularly employed to do this service.158 

                                                           
preacherôs retirement pension of Ã22.10s.0d for 1790-1791, so perhaps he did not make the move - see Works, 

Minutes, 763    

155 Myles, 70-71 

156 Entry for 29 May 1752. Valentine, S. R., (ed.). (2002). Mirror of the Soul: the diary of an early Methodist 

preacher, John Bennet: 1714-1754. Peterborough, Methodist Publishing House 

157 Entry for September 1782, MARC, Bradburn Journal 

158 Clarke, J. B. B., (ed.). (1833). An Account of the Infancy, Religious and Literary Life, of Adam Clarke, 

LL.D., F.A.S., &c., &c., &c..... London, T. S. Clarke. 
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And in the 1780s and 1790s Rogers claimed to be spending up to Ã40 of his personal wealth 

each year to support his family, a contribution which he regarded as a maximum. In a 

memorandum of 1792 he wrote: 

I now have five children, and the Lord may send me moreé. I have devoted to the 
work of God, intentionally at least, Ã40.0.0 a year:- ie. one time with another, and I 
am willing to expend annually this sum more than I receive from the churches: but I 
am not willing to go far beyond this, least I should defraud my offspring too much, 
& betray that Trust God hath reposed in me.159 

As late as 1793, Benson challenged one critical Anglican clergyman to: 

....travel by night and day, in summer and winter, in heat and cold, fair weather and 
foul, from Village to Village, from Town to Town, from Country to Country, 
preaching once, twice, or thrice, every day throughout the year, and putting up with 
such fare and accommodations as you might meet with; which, you may be sure, are 
frequently not much better than those Jesus Christ and his first servants met with.160   

Over time, however, life for many Wesleyan preachers undoubtedly eased. Circuits became 

smaller, and some preachers became virtually settled; accommodation improved, with 

growing numbers of preachers housed in a preachersô house or rented home; and those with 

wives and children would typically benefit from a range of educational and other allowances 

as well as a household servant. 

Conclusions 

In summary, by stages the informal and haphazard support offered to the early itinerants was 

replaced by a more complex and largely standardised nationwide structure of stipends and 

allowances for a new cadre of professional preachers and their families, financed from local 

and Connexional funds. The key development was the continual increase in the proportion 

of married preachers with children, for as both Wesleys learned for themselves, marriage 

was not readily compatible with the model of peripatetic preachers making successive 

overnight stops in the homes of members or supporters. Though overall their incomes were 

                                                           
159 From the Introduction, dated 29 September 1792, MARC, Rogers Account Book   

160 Benson, J. (1793). A Defence of the Methodists, in five letters to the Rev. Dr. Tatham.... London, Printed 

by G. Paramore, sold by G. Whitfield etc., 41 
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rising, many preachers struggled financially; some supplemented their income in various 

ways, or fell into debt, but it was primarily to circuit funds that they looked for support.  

  



52 
 

Chapter 2. FINANCING THE PREACHING OPERATION 

 

Introduction 

There was never any doubt that the Wesleyan Methodist people were responsible for paying 

their ministers. As a leading contemporary Bible scholar explained: 

It is the people's duty to maintain their ministeré. He may waive his right, as Paul 
did, without being a sinner; but those transgress an appointment of Christ who deny 
or withhold it. Those who preach the gospel have a right to live by ité.161 

This chapter considers how much itinerant preaching cost; how the funds required were 

raised and managed; and how other religious movements met the challenge of paying their 

preachers. Despite the Wesleyan Methodist leadershipôs efforts to constrain the costs of 

itinerant preaching within the funding available from membersô regular contributions, by 

1780 expenditure - due especially to the growing numbers of preachersô families needing 

support - was outstripping this income source. While some circuits tried various local 

strategies to control costs, from then on many became dependent on congregational 

collections, or on Connexional subventions, to meet the costs of preaching. All this changed 

the dynamics of the movement, for example by shifting power from the societies and circuits 

towards the centre, and by increasing the influence of non-members in Connexional affairs.  

 

                                                           
161 Henry, M. (195-?) Commentary on the Whole Bible, Vol. 6, 550. Henry, writing at the beginning of the 

eighteenth century, was commenting on I Corinthians 9: 3-14 - verse 14 reads: óEven so hath the Lord ordained 

that they which preach the gospel should live of the gospel.ô He was writing as a Dissenting minister: as Best 

notes, óThis was always one of the main charges alleged by establishment men against dissenters - that the 

dissenting minister, financially dependent upon his congregationôs support, could not tell them the truth when 

it hurt as could the ideal establishment minister whose income came from endowments.ô Best, G. F .A. (1964). 

Temporal Pillars: Queen Anneôs Bounty, the Ecclesiastical Commissioners, and the Church of England. 

Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 15 
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The costs to the Connexion of itinerant preaching 

The fullest account of preachersô costs appeared in 1796, in the course of the debates over 

the course of post-Wesley Wesleyanism triggered by Kilham, whose agenda was to break 

what he saw as the monopolistic rule of Wesleyan preachers, the ill effects of which included 

over-generous incomes as well as excessive power, and - which was worse - the blunting of 

the Gospel message: 

Since Methodism has been established, the preachers labour and suffer little, in 
comparison of those that have borne the burden and heat of the day.... Circuits are 
exceedingly contracted - travelling lessened - accommodations abundantly better - 
comfortable houses provided for their families, with suitable allowance for their 
maintenance - and the offence of the cross in many places has almost ceased.162 

His estimate was that a typical married preacher cost his circuit over Ã100 a year. In a critical 

response, also published in 1796,163 Thomas Hanby accepted the overall costs but argued 

that few directly benefited the itinerant; Kilham, in turn, defended his original case.164 A 

summary account, drawing on these analyses and on a selection of preachersô, society and 

circuit records, is at Annex 2A.165 Pawsonôs estimates ranged even higher. In October 1797 

he told fellow-preacher Charles Atmore: 

Many of the Clergy are mere nothings in comparison of us [sic]. We have some of 
us 100, 150, 170, and some cost the connection 200Ã a year. Yes, strange as it may 
seem, I know those who receive above 140Ã a year, besides all travelling expences, 
house rent, taxes, coal, candle, furniture, &c. But we are coming into open daylight. 
We must therefore boast of our only receiving 12Ã a year no more. I have 
endeavoured to defend our connection to the uttermost of my power, but my heart 
bleeds, my soul is bowed down, we are upon the brink of ruin!166  
  

                                                           
162 Kilham, A. (1796). Free Enquiry, 10 

163 Hanby, T. (1796). An Explanation of Mr. Kilham's Statement of the Preacher's Allowance.... Nottingham, 

Printed at Sutton's Office 

164 Kilham, A. (1796). Short Remarks on a Pamphlet, entitled óAn Explanation of Mr. Kilham's Statement of 

the Preacher's Allowance....ô. Nottingham, Printed at Sutton's Office 

165 See for example MARC, Rogers Account Book  

166 Bowmer, J. C. and J. A. Vickers (1995) (eds.), Pawson Letters, Vol.2, 127 
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As noted in the previous chapter, at the outset the financing of Wesleyan itinerant preaching 

was largely ad hoc. Four factors combined to drive up total costs over the period.  

First, and most obviously, as already discussed, the number of preachers increased broadly 

in line with Wesleyan membership, on which detailed central records are available - see 

Annex 2B. As Hempton has commented: 

The records of the Methodist Church in all parts of the world are full of neat rows of 
figures constructed by circuit stewards, chapel committees, and mission secretaries. 
Behind the accounts lay the principle of accountability, to God and to men, for 
Wesley recognised that his movement was vulnerable to all kinds of accusations, 
from sexual immorality to material exploitation.167 

Though Wesley himself was concerned to ensure that the Connexion maintained accurate 

financial and other records, they are not wholly reliable, and he repeatedly criticised 

preachers for inflating membership returns, lamenting in 1779: 

I returned to Norwich and took an exact account of the society. I wish all our 
preachers would be accurate in their accounts and rather speak under than above the 
truth. I had heard again and again of the increase of the society. And what is the 
naked truth? Why, I left in it two hundred and two members - and I find one hundred 
and seventy-nine!168 

Shortly before his death, he voiced the same concern about record-keeping in Bristol: 

Monday 13 and the three following days, I met the classes of the society, which 
contain nine hundred and forty-four members. Still I complain of false musters. It 
was told in London that this society contained above a thousand members! And yet 
it falls so far short of a thousand! There is altogether a fault in this matter.169 

That said, the constant rotation of preachers, and the financial disincentive for preachers to 

over-claim (since both circuits and the centre would expect income to reflect the level of 

local membership) mean that overall the data are probably reasonably reliable. While 

national membership returns were published from 1766, only broad estimates can be made 

before then, based on contemporary accounts of local society membership or on the numbers 

                                                           
167 Hempton, D. (2005). Methodism: empire of the spirit. New Haven and London, Yale University Press, 110 

168 Entry for 21 February 1779, Works, Journal VI, 118 

169 Entry for 12 September 1790, Works, Journal VII, 187 
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of active preachers. This is not straightforward: the population of society members was not 

well-defined, with frequent movement between religious groups, and the status of preachers 

associated with the Wesley brothers is sometimes unclear.  

Sutcliffe claimed that at the early Wesleyan Conferences held in 1744 and 1745, estimates 

of 20,000 members were quoted: he went on to lament the broad stability in numbers over 

the following two decades which these estimates implied.170 In summary, probably the best 

that can be said is that in 1750 there were perhaps around 14,000 people firmly identified 

with the movement in the British Isles; a decade later the total was possibly 17,000, and 

thereafter membership grew continuously (though not steadily) to reach almost 110,000 by 

1800.   

The second factor driving up costs, as considered in the previous chapter, was the growing 

proportion and absolute number of married preachers with children; married preachers were 

significantly more expensive, not least because they required permanent housing.  

Third, annual price inflation averaged around 2 per cent between 1750 and 1800.171  

Fourth, some support which had been provided to preachers in kind became monetised. Most 

obviously, from the 1750s ad hoc provision for preachersô clothing and other personal 

expenses was gradually replaced by a cash stipend, but also often purpose-built preachersô 

houses succeeded the informal provision of lodging by society members.  

The net effect was a rapid increase in the total costs of Wesleyan itinerant preachers, 

estimates of which are given below:  

  

                                                           
170 MARC, Sutcliffe, J., History, II, 688-689 

171 See Preface 
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TABLE 1 
ESTIMATED COSTS OF WESLEYAN ITINERANT PREACHING, 1750-1800 

Year No. of 
members172 

No. of 
preachers173 

No. of married 
preachers with 

children 

Approx. 
total costs 

Average 
costs per 
preacher 

Average 
costs per 
member 

 1750 
1760 
1770 
1780 
1790 
1800 

14,000 
17,000 
29,000 
44,000 
71,000 
110,000 

50  
70  
130 
180 
330 
420  

15 
25 
50 
70 
150 
200 

Ã1,750 
Ã3,200 
Ã7,000 
Ã12,000 
Ã26,000 
Ã42,000 

Ã35 
Ã45 
Ã55 
Ã70 
Ã80 
Ã100 

2s.6d. 
3s.9d. 
4s.10d. 
5s.5d. 
7s.4d. 
7s.8d. 

 

In summary, the costs of itinerant preaching multiplied over the period, on various 

dimensions. The range of costs which needed to be met widened; the costs per preacher rose; 

total costs across the Connexion increased, more than twentyfold; but perhaps most 

importantly, the estimated costs per member probably more than tripled. The distribution of 

this growing financial burden was a constant preoccupation for the movementôs leadership, 

and consistently the Connexionôs top financial priority.    

The allocation of costs: preachers, societies, circuits and the Connexion 

Wesleyôs original model had been that the Connexion would share in a ócommunity of 

goodsô,174 but the concept that the preachers would be wholly reliant on the generosity of the 

faithful proved unsustainable. By 1780 preachersô stipends, family allowances, 

accommodation and travel expenses were all major budget items. Increasing sums were also 

being spent on retired or otherwise inactive preachers. 

From the outset of organised itinerant preaching, local societies, individually or collectively, 

were expected to provide the necessary support for the preachers working amongst them. 

                                                           
172 The table cites estimates by the author for membership in 1750, and 1760, and published Connexional data 

thereafter 

173 Based on data from Myles and Lenton, J. (2009), Wesleyôs Preachers 

174 Walsh, J. (1990). óJohn Wesley and the Community of Goodsô, in Robbins, K. (ed.), Protestant 

Evangelicalism: Britain, Ireland, Germany and America, c.1750-1950. Oxford, Basil Blackwell, 25-50 
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Thus in 1748, as already noted, Bennet reported to Wesley in these terms on a business 

meeting of the cluster of societies led by Darney in Yorkshire: 

Four stewards were appointed to inspect into and regulate the temporal affairs of the 
societies. Every leader brought his class-paper, and showed what money he had 
received that quarter, which was fairly entered in a book for that purpose. The several 
bills of charges were brought in at the same, and after they were thoroughly examined 
were all discharged. But alas! the people are exceeding poor, and will not be able to 
maintain the preachers and William Darneyôs family - the overplus after the bills 
were discharged was only 9s.2d.175 
 

Early society records suggest a pattern of large numbers of preachers making occasional 

visits for which they were paid their expenses as and when incurred. In the 1750s the 

Osmotherly society in Yorkshire was typically paying around 1s.0d. per visit, presumably 

for bed and board. However, increasingly some preachers received significantly larger 

amounts, such as the 8s.0d. paid to Darney in June 1752, and by 1758 73 per cent of the 

societyôs recorded annual expenditure comprised large payments to two itinerants, Thomas 

Lee and Thomas Tobias.176  

A new pattern of preacher deployment and support was emerging. In 1751 sixteen preachers, 

both full-time itinerants and local, visited the society at least once: but none more than four 

times. In 1757 only ten preachers were named, of whom two came six times and one four 

times. The society was becoming more reliant on the local circuitôs team of itinerants, and 

less on other visiting preachers.177 And this was underpinned by a new system of regular 

stipends - known as óquarterageô, because paid at the quarterly circuit meeting - which was 

to form the basis of itinerant preachersô incomes in Wesleyan Methodism. The accounts of 

                                                           
175 Letter dated 22 October 1748 from John Bennet to John Wesley. Works, Letters II, 335-336  

176 Osmotherley Society Book, entries for 14 June 1752 (page 5), and 26 March and [1?] October 1758 (page 

8). Lee and Tobias were both named as itinerants at the 1755 Conference - Works, Minutes, 272-273. The 

record of class contributions for 1750 suggests that the membership was only around a dozen - see pages 35-

36  

177 Osmotherley Society Book, 4-8 
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the Todmorden society, only some eighty miles distant, show that it was paying a quarterly 

subscription to the circuit from April 1754, and this seems to have gone towards the expenses 

of the itinerant preaching team.178 

From this period, a proportion of the sums raised by the weekly penny class contributions 

and the quarterly ticket money - in principle a shilling per member - was given to the circuit 

stewards to pay the full-time preachersô allowances, accommodation and general 

expenses.179  

If all members paid their dues, and assuming an average of 240 members per preacher, the 

quarterly ticket money, which was paid direct to the assistant, together with the regular class 

contributions, would yield Ã100 per preacher per year. This would more than cover the costs 

of a single man, but fell short of the needs of a married preacher with children. In practice, 

the situation was more complex. A sample of circuit accounts of the period suggests that the 

sums remitted to the circuit were typically only around half of the hypothetical yield of ticket 

money; and while societies had other income, such as collections and gifts, they also had 

other expenses, including heating and lighting costs.180 However, local societies continued 

also to provide or pay for board and lodging for visiting preachers.  

In short, as Annex 2C details, the primary responsibility for financing itinerant preaching, 

including the accommodation costs of preachers and their families, fell to the circuit. When 

itinerating, the costs of preachersô board and lodging, and their day to day travel and other 

expenses, such as fodder for their horses, would be met by the local society. In many cases, 

the funds immediately available fell short of preachersô needs (or demands). A wide range 

of other sources of finance might then come into play, including gifts and loans from 

                                                           
178 MARC, AN1977/487, Todmorden Circuit Book 

179 Baker, F. (1965), óPolityô, 240 

180 See chapter six 
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members and friends, collections in chapel or society, and - increasingly over time - rental 

income from property, and grants from the centre. Nonetheless, it seems that by around 1780 

the costs of itinerant preaching were regularly outstripping the funds which were readily 

available, and various new approaches were tried - locally and centrally.               

Local variations in the financing of itinerant preaching 

There were inevitably significant differences in local arrangements for supporting preachers, 

even after the payment of the Ã12 stipend became established. In 1764, for example, 

preachers in the Norwich circuit divided up the love-feast collection between themselves.181 

In the early 1790s Rogers noted not only that arrangements in London differed from those 

elsewhere, but that there were variations within London. Upon moving from the City Road 

(or New) Chapel to Spitalfields in September 1792, he recorded: 

Here we are on a different plan from that at the New Chapel, the particulars of which 
may be learnt from my Wifeôs account.182 
     

In some urban areas, one or more preachers were in effect resident at a specific chapel, and 

in those cases the local society rather than the circuit might bear their costs. For example, by 

1767 the Bradford society, though still within the Birstal circuit, paid for two out of the four 

circuit preachers to be resident.183 Indeed, some of the larger societies, such as London and 

Bristol, resembled circuits in terms of their financial arrangements.184    

                                                           
181 A possible echo of the Anglican practice of giving the Easter offertory to the clergy - see Jacob, W. M. 

(2007). The Clerical Profession in the Long Eighteenth Century 1680-1840. Oxford, Oxford University Press, 

122-123. In  time, Wesleyan love-feast collections came to be devoted to the poor, on which see chapter nine 

182 MARC, Rogers Account Book 

183 Stamp, W. (1841). Historical Notices of Wesleyan Methodism in Bradford and its Vicinity. London, Mason, 

52-53 

184 By 1792 London Wesleyans included the óNew Chapel Society and the Country Circuitô, apparently 

comprising eight other local societies within eleven miles of the Chapel - its ticket money receipts for the 

quarter ending 18 August 1792 are recorded in MARC, MAW Ms.640, Book Committee Minutes  
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Travelling expenses were not always paid. Thus Taylor recalled that when he moved from 

Scotland to Chester in 1767: 

I bought a horse out of my own pocket, nor do I remember that I had anything for 
travelling expenses.185 
 

Some circuits and preachers could not afford to maintain a horse. In 1785 John Pritchard 

wrote as follows about life in the Northampton circuit in 1778: 

In the winter my horse fell ill; and I being poor, (for a Methodist preacher is likely 
so to be as long as he lives), and the people poor also, I travelled the winter and spring 
quarters on foot, about twelve hundred miles.186   
 

Other circuits sought to contain costs by moving from the reimbursement of expenses to 

payment of a standard sum. For example, in January 1781 the travelling preachers in the 

Leeds circuit agreed to accept a regular annual payment of Ã1.10s.0d. óto defray their 

expenses in horse-shoeing and house furniture.ô187 Another and more radical approach, 

adopted in Dublin188 and Aberdeen189 (and possibly elsewhere), put the onus for cost control 

firmly on the preacher, replacing the complex combination of allowances and 

reimbursements with a salary, intended to cover all but the most exceptional expenditure. 

Pawson, for one, wished that the practice had been more widely adopted, writing to Benson 

in 1797: 

I wish with my whole heart that every Preacher had a fixed salary, but while we are 
as we are, we shall never rightly consider the burthens we lay upon the people.190   
 

                                                           
185 Jackson IV, 84 

186 Jackson VI, 267. This equated to some 200 miles per month, or an average of six-seven miles a day 

187 Harrison, A. W. (1930), óOld accountsô, 154 

188 Entries for 1790-1792, MARC, Rogers Account Book 

189 Wilkinson, E. (2003) The Story of Early Methodism in Aberdeen. Aberdeen, Aberdeen Methodist Church, 

13-14; Batty, M. (2010). Scotland's Methodists 1750-2000. Edinburgh, John Donald,  25-26 

190 Bowmer, J. C. and J. A. Vickers (1995) (eds.), Pawson Letters, Vol. 2, 123 
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London (and, again, possibly other localities) took the opposite approach in seeking to bear 

down on preachersô expenses, as Rogers noted when attached to the City Road Chapel. In 

London, he received only his own quarterage óas a meer single manô, because the society 

paid direct all the other expenses of himself and his family.191 

Connexional management of preaching costs 

John Wesleyôs concerns about the costs of married preachers surfaced as early as 1748, in 

his consideration of his brotherôs marriage plans, as Charles recorded: 

Talked with my brother about a provision, in case I married, and he said, ñthe church 
could not afford it.ò Then, I thought, the church did not deserve a gospel minister.192 
 

The 1752 Conference took action on the additional costs of preachersô families: Rowell 

noted that four wives, one with three children, were in receipt of central funding: the rates 

appear to have been Ã10 or so a year for a wife, and Ã3-4 per child.193 This proved inadequate, 

and although in 1753 the Conference urged that circuits meet wivesô expenses,194 in 1754 

five itinerants left for the Independent ministry, allegedly because of poor financial provision 

for their families.195  

The issue was a major topic at the 1769 Conference. Married preachers were reportedly (and 

understandably) more reluctant to travel than were single itinerants, while some host circuits 

                                                           
191 MARC, Rogers Account Book, op. cit. In practice, Rogers complained, his quarterage had to cover not only 

his own clothing costs but those of his wife and three children, and he subsidised this wealthy society by an 

average of Ã6.12s.3d. (Ã6.61) a year 

192 Shorthand entry of 16 November 1748. Kimbrough, S. T., Jr. and K. G. C. Newport (eds.). (2008). The 

Manuscript Journal of the Reverend Charles Wesley, M.A. Nashville, TN, Abingdon Press, Vol. 2, 559-560 

193 Record of the Limerick Conference of 14-15 August 1752, Works, Minutes, 255  

194 Record of the Leeds Conference of 22-24 May 1753, Works, Minutes, 266-267 

195 Wilder, J. S. (1948), Lay Preachers, 307. The preachers were Samuel Larwood, Jonathan Reeves, John 

Whitford, Charles Skelton, and John Edwards.  Myles claimed that they ó....probably would not have ceased to 

travel if there had been a provision for their wives and children.ô Myles, 77. See also Works, Minutes, 270, 

f.n.947 
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resented paying for families. The 1769 Conference noted the ómany inconveniencesô which 

the then local arrangements for supporting preachersô wives entailed: 

The preachers who are most wanted in several places cannot be sent thither because 
they are married.  And if they are sent, the people look upon them with an evil eye 
because they cannot bear the burden of their families.196        

As Batty perceptively suggests: 

Wesleyôs difficulty was that the most experienced men, married by then and possibly 
with children, were just the ones most needed in areas of greatest growth, like the 
towns of the north and midlands, but these were the circuits most likely to have a 
large proportion of poor members.197 

The 1769 Conference introduced a standard annual wifeôs allowance of Ã10, and formalised 

the practice whereby it funded the maintenance of thirty-two wives in England (some with 

children).198 In some cases, at the request of the Conference, circuits also paid allowances to 

wives of preachers stationed elsewhere: thus in 1782-1783 Horncastle was responsible for 

supporting Mrs. Robertshaw, whose husband was stationed in Leicestershire, and Mrs. 

Boothby, whose husband was in Whitehaven.199 But local resistance to married preachers 

continued: in 1771 one member wrote to Wesley: 

Mr. Collins has arrived. We do not doubt his abilities and good qualities; but we are 
rather cast down by having another married preacher with a young family sent to us 
before we could recruit our finances.  We now owe a heavy debt, and the weekly 
collections are not equal to the weekly expensesé. Could we not have a single 
preacher at least every other year till we are out of debt?200     

The Conference returned periodically to the issue. In 1774, for example, it increased the 

wifeôs allowance to Ã15 a year, or Ã12 where accommodation, coal and candles were 

                                                           
196 Works, Minutes, 375, Q.23 

197 Batty, M. (1990), óMethodist Financeô, Part 2, 8  

198 Works, Minutes, 375-376 

199 See entries for ódisbursementsô for Ladyday and Midsummer quarters 1783, Duke I, Vols. 12, óThe 

Methodist Stewardôs Quarter Book, Horncastle Circuit, 1782, copied by Marmaduke Riggall - from the original 

- Nov. 29 1909.ô See also Works, Minutes, 524 

200 Letter of 15 October 1771 from Mrs. Bennis to John Wesley.  Telford, Letters V, 283-284, editorôs note 
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provided. Forty-three wives were to be provided for, and the costs were allocated between 

circuits pro rata according to their membership.201  

There was less uniformity of practice on child allowances, though the varying rates might of 

course have reflected the differing ages of the children concerned, but Ã1 or so per quarter 

became common.  

An increasing proportion of the Yearly Collection was therefore returned by Conference to 

circuits in need, to help them meet ópreachersô necessitiesô. Whereas over the 1767-1774 

period most of the Yearly Collection had been devoted to support for chapel construction, 

and specifically debt relief, in most and possibly all years between 1782 and 1800, the 

proceeds of the Collection were spent mainly on the preachers.202 

In addition, from 1780, money was regularly diverted from contributions and donations to 

the Preachersô Fund, their retirement fund, to subsidise the living costs of current preachersô 

families.203  

Other measures adopted in the 1770s and 1780s included tighter financial management;204 

and restrictions on the deployment of married preachers: thus for example in 1781 the 

Conference addressed the issue in these terms: 

Q.23. We have neither money nor houses for any more wives: what can we do?   
A.1. We must admit no more married Preachers, unless in defect of single Preachers. 
2. The Societies that have not houses must hire lodgings for the Preacherôs wife.205 

                                                           
201 Works, Minutes, 435 

202 For a fuller discussion of the Yearly Collection, see chapter six 

203 See chapter three 

204 Thus in 1774 assistants were made responsible for securing preachersô contributions to the Preachersô Fund 

- see Works, Minutes, 435, Q. 21 

205 Works, Minutes, 515, Q.23 
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None of this sufficed, and in 1788 Wesley issued an address óTo the Societies in England 

and Irelandô emphasising the escalating costs of married preachers with children, and urging 

them to be more generous in their support.206 

Probably for him the key component of cost control was the frugality of individual preachers. 

He led by example, drawing a modest Ã60 salary from the London society, at least in his 

later years.207 When he travelled, he usually stayed with friends and sympathisers, though 

these were often wealthy, comprising what Rodell has called: 

é.the connexion of wealthy sponsors and patrons, which he.... held together by his 
personal circuit around their homes and his after dinner speaking engagements....208    

But the costs of itinerant preaching remained a concern throughout Wesleyôs life. Just three 

weeks before his death, he wrote to Thomas Roberts, who had been sent to restructure the 

Haverfordwest circuit, to ask: 

Who was it that opposed your reducing the preachers, in the circuit, to two? And on 
what pretence? We must needs reduce all our expenses everywhere as far as 
possible.209 

Other models 

The Wesleyan Methodist movement emerged in the context of a complex religious 

landscape, and there were other models for the financing of preaching. 

                                                           
206 Works, Minutes, 669 

207 Some of these payments were recorded by the London society steward in the 1780s, Samuel Tooth - see 

MARC, Fletcher-Tooth Collection, MAM/FL: Box 31, item B, Samuel Tooth, Receipt book (1783 onwards). 

Others appear in the City Road chapel receipt book - MARC, Wesley Collection, AN1977/204: Financial 

accounts: (WM) London City Road Chapel (1777-1783). Yet others are recorded in Wesleyôs personal accounts 

- see MARC, AN1977/461, John Wesleyôs Personal Accounts. The frequency and terminology used in 

payments to Wesley varied, but it seems likely that he was paid Ã15 a quarter  

208 Rodell, J. (2003). ó"The best house by far in the town": John Wesley's personal circuit.ô Bulletin of the John 

Rylands University Library, Manchester 85 (2-3, Summer and Autumn 2003), 111-122, at 122 

209 Telford, Letters VIII, 261 
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The established and numerically dominant church was the Church of England, and some 

comparisons can be drawn, although of course the duties of an Anglican clergyman were 

quite different from those of a Wesleyan preacher, for example in respect of the formerôs 

range of public functions.210 The Anglican ministry was overwhelmingly a settled one, based 

on clergy resident in parishes, under episcopal authority. It had a huge property portfolio, 

including substantial holdings of farmland, and rural clergy also benefited from tithe income, 

either in cash or kind. Thus in 1770 John Law, vicar of Brotherton in Yorkshire, recorded in 

his diary a total of 347 separate payments from 132 individuals, averaging some 4s.0d. per 

person.211 The primary sources of income for urban clergy were different: pew rents and 

ósurplice feesô for baptisms, marriages and funerals.212 Thus in May 1744 Viney, then 

involved in both Moravian and Wesleyan societies, recorded in his diary the (Anglican) 

baptism of his son John: 

At 11 we went to Chappleé. After Prayers were over Mr. Baily Baptizôd it by ye. 
name of Johné. After it was over I gave ye. Minister half a crown (his pay being 
14d. and 14d. belongs to ye. Vicar of Coverly,)é.213 
 

The incomes of Anglican clergy varied greatly. In the eighteenth century there were twenty-

six dioceses, some 10,000 English parishes, and around 15,000 clergy. In 1762 the 

archbishop of Canterbury enjoyed an income of Ã7,000 a year, the bishop of Norwich a 

middling Ã2,000, and the bishop of Bristol - among the poorest - Ã450, though as Hirschberg 

notes the expenses of episcopal office were high.214 There was wide variation in the incomes 

                                                           
210 On which see Jacob, W. M. (2007), Clerical Profession, especially 9-12, in which he describes their three 

roles - ecclesiastical, social and governmental 

211 Virgin, P. (1989). The Church in an Age of Negligence. Cambridge, James Clarke and Co. 

212 There is a detailed account of surplice fees in Vickers, N. (1994). Parsons' Pence. Hull, University of Hull, 

Department of Adult Education. See especially Table 8, 55-60  

213 Entry for 1 May 1744, Duke I, Viney Diary, Notebook 3 

214 Hirschberg, D. R. (1981). óEpiscopal incomes and expenses, 1660-c.1760ô, in O'Day, R. and F. Heal (eds.). 

(1981). Princes and Paupers in the English Church 1500-1800. Leicester, Leicester University Press, 211-230 
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of parish clergy. Around 1780 William Sellon was drawing over Ã1,000 annually from his 

Clerkenwell curacy and other posts;215 at the other extreme, many curates drew Ã50 a year 

or less.216 This was, therefore, quite different from Wesleyan practice: a largely settled cadre 

of resident clergy, receiving varying incomes, funded largely from land, involuntary levies 

and/or surplice fees.   

The Connexion which coalesced around the Countess of Huntingdon in the fluid 

environment of the eighteenth century evangelical revival never reached the scale of John 

Wesleyôs movement. In 1770 it is estimated to have had at most some 2,400 regular 

attenders, less than a tenth of the Wesleyan membership,217 and at its peak it probably 

deployed the equivalent of only fifty to sixty full-time preachers.218 Though personally not 

among the richest of the aristocracy, she was a tireless fund-raiser and was generously 

supported by her friends. Throughout her life, her Connexion depended heavily upon her to 

finance both the construction of chapels and the itinerant preaching effort.219 

In the 1740s and 1750s the Countess acted as patron to a range of evangelists including 

George Whitefield, but from 1761 she began to open a number of private chapels, which 

were served by sympathetic clergymen. As a peeress, she had the right to appoint two 

clergymen as personal chaplains, each of whom was able to hold two livings in plurality and 

                                                           
215 Best, G. F. A. (1964), Temporal Pillars, 16, f.n.2 

216 See Jacob, W. M. (2007), Clerical Profession, especially 113-119. Jacob notes that a 1736 list of poor livings 

listed 5,597 in England and Wales which paid Ã50 a year or less (115). For a broad discussion of Anglican 

church finance see Virgin, P. (1989), op. cit.  

217 Harding, A. (2003). The Countess of Huntingdon's Connexion. Oxford, Oxford University Press, 60 

218 Harding, A. (2003), Countess, 154 

219 See also Schlenther, B. S. (1997). Queen of the Methodists. Bishop Auckland, Durham Academic Press, for 

example 69 and 80 n.8 on her chapels. For a recent account of the Countess of Huntingdonôs Connexion and 

other strands of Calvinistic Methodism see Ceri Jones, D., B. S. Schlenther and E. M. White (2012). The Elect 

Methodists: Calvinistic Methodism in England and Wales 1735-1811. Cardiff, University of Wales Press   
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was exempt from any requirement to be resident in the parish, and she exploited this 

procedure vigorously.220 The turning point came in 1768, when she opened a training college 

for preachers at Trevecca. As Harding notes, since students were required to undertake 

preaching tours as part of their course, this created óa cadre of immediately available itinerant 

evangelists.ô221          

The Countess of Huntingdonôs Connexion had both similarities with and key differences 

from Wesleyan practice. Overall, its organisation was less systematic: there was, for 

example, no annual conference, and there is no surviving definitive record of its membership 

or preachers. It was served by a number of Anglican clergymen (many of whom were her 

personal chaplains), itinerating students, and a small number of evangelists who joined from 

other denominations. Their preaching rounds were less stable than Wesleyan circuits, and 

the financial arrangements more varied.   

There are, however, similarities. First, the reported costs of itinerant preaching seem 

comparable to those of the Wesleyans. Thus in 1783 one preacher expressed concern that he 

was still owed his annual salary of Ã52 and expenses of Ã32.10s.5d.222 Second, in time efforts 

were made to redistribute resources from the wealthier congregations to the poorer, through 

the creation in 1781 of the Travelling Fund.223 And third, just as over time the period for 

which Wesleyans were stationed rose from one month to a year or more, so there was a 

tendency for her preachers to move from itinerancy to a settled pastorate, either within the 
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Connexion or elsewhere, typically as they grew older. The period of student itinerancy came 

to be seen almost as a curacy.224               

Elsewhere within Dissent, there were moves in the opposite direction. Though itinerancy 

was never central to Dissenters, at least after 1660, it became increasingly important from 

around 1780. Historically Independent or Congregationalist ministers in particular had 

tended to concentrate on their pastoral responsibilities to their existing flock rather than on 

evangelism, and as noted Wesleyan preachers were sometimes approached by Independent 

congregations seeking pastors. Richard Burdsall, a local Yorkshire preacher who also 

itinerated briefly, recorded five such approaches in his career, including an offer from 

Farsley, near Pudsey: 

é.there was a new chapel, a good house to live in & a salary of between seventy & 
eighty pounds a year. I was also told the salary was increasing; but possibly this 
might be said to induce me the more readily to accept the offer.225 
 

In the later eighteenth century Dissenting attitudes to itinerancy changed. Lovegrove 

attributes this partly to Methodist influence, and partly to a period of óunprecedented social 

changeô, involving large-scale internal migration, and the breakdown of traditional concepts 

of authority, including within church and chapel.226  

Many of these new itinerants were settled pastors of congregations who travelled only 

locally; others were students at Dissenting academies; a few were salaried full-time 

evangelists; and perhaps the majority were part-time lay preachers who retained their secular 

trade. Itinerancy was typically organised locally or by county associations, though in the 

1790s some national infrastructure began to emerge. One example was the non-

                                                           
224 Harding, A. (2003), Countess, 107-109 

225 MARC, Diaries Collection, AN1977/217: Richard Burdsall: (WM) (1735-1824) Memoir/autobiography 

(1797). Chapter 9, óPioneering Work, 1772-1774ô, 30. Burdsall rejected all such offers, but others did not 
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denominational Village Itinerancy Society, which appeared in the mid 1790s.227 And in the 

late 1790s the óBaptist Society in London, for the Encouragement of and Support of Itinerant 

and Village Preachingô paid settled ministers an allowance of two guineas a month if they 

also itinerated. But these arrangements were far less structured or uniform than those of the 

Wesleyan Connexion.228 

The Wesleyan Methodist itinerant ministry thus stands unique in this period. Though heir to 

a long tradition, which can be traced back at least to seventeenth century Baptists,229 if not 

to medieval mendicant friars or the apostle Paul, it broke new ground in its national scope 

and permanence.  

The 1790s 

After John Wesleyôs death in 1791 the costs of itinerant preaching provoked prolonged 

internal controversy, much of it engendered by Kilham, who argued that the senior preachers 

ran the Connexion in their own interests: preachers were overpaid, and this was unaffordable. 

In a detailed response in 1796, Pawson and Mather, stewards of the Preachersô Fund, asserted 

that: 

Money was never the object which the old Methodist preachers had in view, and we 
are happy to say, that the young preachers in general are of the same spirit. They 
laboured as faithfully when there was no fund at all, as they do now. They had the 
interests of the people as much at heart when there were no fixed quarterage, for 
either themselves or their families, as ever Mr. K. did at any time, who in the very 
first stage of his travels, entered into present pay and good quarters.230 
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But Pawson recognised that times were changing, and three years later wrote to a fellow 

preacher expressing his concerns that the Connexionôs ambitions were outstripping its 

mainstream financial resources, leaving it dangerously dependent on the uncertain yield 

from chapel collections: 

We employ too many Preachers and thereby make preaching quite too cheap.231 Our 
expences are hereby wonderfully increasedé. I think we undertake too much. 
Besides our common expences we have the Poor, the Benevolent Society, Sunday 
Schools, the Missions, the building new Chapels, and I can hardly tell what besides. 
In this city we have never done with Collections, very seldom can a stranger attend 
our Chapel but we are begging money of him.232     
 

In their 1798 Conference circular to superintendents, Benson (then President) and Bradburn 

(then Secretary) reported that the excessive costs of itinerant preaching had led to a 

Connexional deficit for the year of some Ã2,652. This was a substantial sum, but probably 

represented only around 7 per cent of the total annual costs of the preaching operation.233       

The malaise was not just financial. A key factor - on which Pawson echoed Kilhamôs critique 

- was that the new generation of itinerant preachers lacked the self-sacrificial commitment 

of the first Wesleyan itinerants. In 1800 he observed, with evident sadness: 

é.it is undeniably evident that conformity to the world, especially in dress, is 
increasing among us to a very high degree, so that in this respect there is very little 
difference between our people and the rest of the worldé. The first generation of 
Methodists, both preachers and people, are nearly all gone, and I greatly fear that the 
rising generation will not excel them in solid piety, serious godliness, self-denial, 
deadness to the world and zeal for the honour of God.234      

More generally, in 1798 Bradburn - only a year before becoming President of Conference - 

commended the óitinerant planô but added: 

                                                           
231 Meaning, presumably, that preaching was unappreciated, rather than that it was inexpensive 

232 Letter of 25 February 1799 to Thomas Taylor. Bowmer, J. C. and J. A. Vickers (1995), Pawson Letters, 
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233 See Table 1 above 
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Letters, Vol. 3, 7 



71 
 

....it is attended with many inconveniences....the spirit of jealousy, envy and 
ambition, which is manifest in many, amazingly hinders the extensive usefulness of 
some, who excel their brethren.235  

Conclusions 

The organisation of Wesleyan itinerant preaching had by 1800 established itself as a 

substantial financial, human and logistical achievement. By then, over 400 full-time 

preachers were perhaps delivering, in broad terms, some 150,000 sermons a year, in around 

4,000 different locations, at a cost of some Ã40,000. And this takes no account of the 

preachersô many other pastoral and administrative functions, nor of the work of the non-

stipendiary local preachers.  

The leadership seems to have managed recruitment and deployment to ensure that the 

societiesô spiritual needs were met while temporal resources were not overstretched; the ratio 

of the number of full-time preachers in relation to the size of the membership base which 

paid for them remained broadly constant. Whether or not such judgments were explicit, this 

was a major advantage of the collective national oversight which the Wesleyan Connexion 

could offer.  

But although up to around 1800 the operation was largely self-financing, this was with 

evident and increasing difficulty. The proceeds of membersô class and ticket money fell 

increasingly short of need; fortunately, however, thanks to the establishment of the 

preachersô retirement fund, the development of the chapel network, and the emergence of a 

profitable publishing operation, new sources of income had come on stream. It is to the 

finances of the preachersô retirement fund that we turn next.   
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Chapter 3. THE PREACHERS’ FUND 

Introduction 

A óFund for worn-out preachersô was first mentioned in the record of the 1765 Wesleyan 

Conference, though Pawson reported that the decision was taken in 1763,236 as did his 

colleague Thomas Rankin.237 It was a fund to secure óthe subsistence of those who are so 

entirely worn out, that they cannot preach at all....ô, and its rules were briefly described.238 

The first financial data appeared some years later: income was recorded from 1767, 

expenditure and beneficiaries from 1771, and lay contributions only from 1794. Over this 

period the Fund expanded in line with the increasing numbers of itinerant preachers, and of 

married preachers in particular: its annual subscription income grew almost twenty-fold, 

from Ã55 in 1767 to Ã1,069 in 1800. Estimates of income, expenditure and other key data 

from 1763 to 1800 are at Annex 3A.      

The development of the Preachersô Fund illustrates in various ways the complexity of 

Wesleyan Methodismôs relationship with contemporary society, notably in the tension 

between the increasingly ubiquitous insurance principle and reliance on Godôs Providence; 

in the mutation of the itinerant preacher cadre into a salaried and pensionable clerical 

profession; and in the growing pressure, for reasons of both transparency and tax efficiency, 

to distinguish more carefully between private transactions and public funds. From 1780 also, 

through a series of opaque transactions, the Fund was used by the leadership to channel 

discretionary payments from wealthier Wesleyans to subsidise the Connexionôs work.        
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Origins 

Its emergence can be seen in the context of three contemporary developments.239 First, the 

eighteenth century saw increasing concern about provision for incomes in old age, itself 

perhaps reflecting the growth in both population and life expectancy.240 In England at least, 

indigent old people could look to the parish for a basic pension, but especially towards the 

end of the century the pressures on this framework were becoming intense. There was a long 

tradition of public discussion about alternative approaches.  

Second, growing numbers of private pension arrangements were established. Many were 

ófriendly societiesô, which typically provided their members with insurance against sickness, 

old age, and burial costs. They included societies founded by Huguenot immigrants, such as 

the Norman Society, which focused on areas of central London including Soho and 

Spitalfields. The early Methodists had significant links with Huguenots, and may well have 

been familiar with these societies.241 Some of these schemes were occupational, such as the 

Customs Superannuation Fund (1712) and the statutory scheme for Thames coal-heavers 

(1757).  

Third, there was specifically interest in how best to provide for retired ministers of religion 

and their families, given that this was one profession where the óbusinessô could not be 

passed down to the next generation. In the Church of England, national and local charities 

for the relief of poor clergy, and the support of their widows and orphans, emerged, notably 

                                                           
239 This section draws in particular on Ottaway, S. R. (2004). The Decline of Life: old age in eighteenth-century 
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the Corporation of the Sons of the Clergy;242 but the most striking development was the 

establishment of the statutory Church of Scotland scheme, which has been described as a 

óstunning successô.243  It was based on an Act of 1743, and started operations in 1744, its 

membership comprising some thousand ministers and academics.  By 1779 it had 

accumulated capital of Ã75,088; 300 widows and their children were being supported; and it 

was financially sound.244 

A key reason for its achievement was that it was grounded in comprehensive information 

about the potential beneficiaries: before the launch, its promoters gathered data on the 

marriages, children and mortality of all Scottish ministers for the previous twenty years, 

employing a team of mathematicians to undertake the actuarial calculations. In subsequent 

annual reports, the trustees took pride in the accuracy of their analysis; the 1757 report noted 

the initial estimates that by 1756 the schemeôs capital would reach Ã43,333; in fact it was 

Ã42,889, a shortfall of only 1 per cent.245  

                                                           
242 On which see Pearce, E. H. (1928). The Sons of the Clergy: some records of two hundred and seventy-five 
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Square, Sunday the 25th. of March, 1764; for the encouragement of a scheme for the relief of the widows, 

fatherless children, or orphans, of Protestant dissenting ministers. Newcastle, W. Charnley and R. Akenhead   
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The success of the Church of Scotland scheme was one reason behind a mid-century upsurge 

of interest in life insurance, what Clark calls: 

é.a second wave of widowsô and orphansô societies that, inspired by the Church of 
Scotlandôs example, swelled in the decade after 1760.246 

The Wesleyan preachersô retirement fund can be seen as part of this development.   

Basis of the Fund 

In its original form of 1765, the Fundôs sole source of income was the itinerant preacher 

cadre. Preachers paid one guinea (Ã1.1s.0d.) on admission as an itinerant, and then an annual 

subscription of half a guinea (10s.6d.). There were three classes of beneficiaries. 

óSuperannuatedô preachers, who remained within the Connexion but had ceased to travel, 

were eligible for an annual payment of óat leastô Ã10; their widows received a lump sum ónot 

exceedingô Ã40; and any orphan children a lump sum ónot usually exceedingô Ã10. There 

were various detailed rules governing such disbursements. For example, no preacher would 

receive any payment until he had subscribed at least two guineas; nor if he had failed to pay 

his subscription for four years. 

Unlike the Church of Scotland scheme, which was a widowsô and orphansô society, the Fund 

offered benefits to retired preachers as well as to deceased preachersô families; and there is 

no evidence that it was based on actuarial calculations. In terms of financial structure, it 

seems to have been a pragmatic hybrid between a pension fund, and a ópay as you goô 

scheme.  

Subscriptions were invested, and the income, alongside entry fees and annual subscriptions, 

financed the benefits. The earliest information on the deployment of the Fundôs capital dates 

from the 1790s. In 1796 the trustees reported that five years previously the Fund had Ã1,391 

in invested capital, of which 43 per cent was apparently invested through intermediaries, and 
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37 per cent was in Government securities.247 Had the annual cash surpluses been placed 

throughout in Government securities or comparable investments, the calculations at Annex 

3A suggest that by 1780 the Fundôs capital would have exceeded Ã700, and indeed the 1780 

Conference was told that the then capital totalled óupwards of Ã700ô.248 The average annual 

return on the Fundôs invested capital was around 3.5 per cent;249 in theory, therefore, 

accumulated funds of some Ã300 would be needed to fully fund one preacherôs pension.  

The Fund was, in fact, only viable when assessed on a ópay as you goô basis, whereby each 

yearôs contributions from serving preachers paid the pensions of those who had retired, or 

their widows and orphaned children. The 1765 rule set the minimum threshold for the Fundôs 

capital at only Ã100: this would not yield enough income to finance a single pension, though 

on a ópay as you goô basis it might represent a reasonable cushion to ensure the payment of 

pensions for a year or so. Indeed the 1780 Conference decided that Ã700 or so should be the 

ceiling for the Fundôs invested capital.250   

At the outset, in terms of annual cash flow, and ignoring investment income, some twenty 

working preachers were required to support one retired colleague. As with all such systems, 

this model risked coming under growing strain over time, if either the rate of expansion of 

the preacher cadre slackened, or if the numbers of beneficiaries or benefit rates increased. 

On the other hand, and unlike the statutory Church of Scotland scheme, the Wesleyan 

                                                           
247 Pawson, J. and A. Mather (1796), Affectionate Address, 6. 7 per cent was on loan to various Wesleyan 

chapels, another 7 per cent was a bond from Brackenbury, and the remaining 6 per cent was held in cash. In 

fact, as discussed below, total capital exceeded Ã7,000  

248 Works, Minutes, 505, Q.19 

249 For contemporary interest rates see Hills, S., R. Thomas and N. Dimsdale (2010). óThe UK recession - what 

do three centuries of data tell us?ô Bank of England Quarterly Bulletin (Quarter 4). The average annual yield 

on Government securities over the period was some 4 per cent.  For details see Annex 3A 

250 Works, Minutes, 505, Q.19 
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Methodists were able to vary the benefits paid, and indeed faced minimal financial 

constraints.   

John Wesleyôs attitude to the Fund was always ambivalent. Pawson recalled that he: 

é.did not approve as he always thought it worldly.ò251   

For Wesley, the preachersô poverty was the inevitable consequence of their calling, but the 

Lord would provide for their basic needs. His continued discomfort with the financial 

arrangements even as his Connexion moved towards settled denominationalism was evident. 

He may no longer have actively sought to create a ócommunity of goodsô amongst his 

followers, based on the model of the Primitive Church, but he still preferred to look to Godôs 

Providence, rather than to the steady flow of income from invested capital to meet the 

financial needs of his mission.252 As the Fundôs stewards reported in 1796:  

If any one wish to be informed why our stock at the time of Mr. Wesleyôs death was 
so small, we answer, It is very well known that good Mr. Wesley delighted much to 
trust entirely in God, and to live by faith.  He therefore did not wish that the Preachers 
should have much in hand....253 

 

The Fund to 1780 

In 1771, the Fundôs recorded income was Ã63.8s.5d., some Ã20 less than the numbers of 

potential subscribing preachers would suggest. We can hypothesize, however, that some of 

these paid their dues in the following year, when income was higher than modelling would 

suggest. Expenditure totalled Ã36.5s.0d, in benefits to two superannuated preachers and four 

widows. Most were at the level of five guineas, well below the standard rates laid down in 

1765. The reason for such under-payment is unclear.254 Lenton suggests that the payments 

may have reflected both Wesleyôs assessment of actual need, and the assumption that local 

                                                           
251 Jackson IV, 27. As quoted in Lenton, J. (2009), Wesleyôs Preachers, 370 

252 Walsh, J. (1990), óCommunity of Goodsô 

253 Pawson, J. and A. Mather (1796), Affectionate Address , 6 

254 See Annexes 3B and 3C for further details 
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societies, circuits or ófriendsô would provide some support.255 Over the next decade and 

more, the number of beneficiaries and the average level of individual payments grew, as did 

subscription income. Thus in 1767 an annual allowance for widows of up to Ã10 was 

introduced;256 though until 1778 only Elizabeth Standring seems to have received the full 

rate.257   

Up to 1780, however, the Fund could be described as a modest success. The number of 

beneficiaries had been rising steadily, reaching twelve that year, of whom eight were 

widows; annual income and expenditure were broadly in balance, at around Ã100; and 

invested capital had reached some Ã700. However, the combination of increases in both the 

numbers of beneficiaries and the scale of payments meant that the original model for the 

Fund was under strain, and in 1780 expenditure exceeded income for the second time in 

three years. The Fundôs income still more than covered the cost of supporting retired 

preachers; it was payments to preachersô widows which threatened the Fundôs future 

viability.  

The Fund’s management 

In 1765 the first three stewards named were Samuel Franks (London), William Hey (Leeds), 

and John Hosmer (Sunderland).258 Franks became London Book Steward in 1759; Hey was 

a surgeon and prominent Methodist layman;259 Hosmer was a preacher.260 They were 

apparently elected by the general body of preachers, and supported by the preacher Francis 

                                                           
255 Lenton, J. (2009), Wesleyôs Preachers, 372 

256 Works, Minutes I, 349, Q.20(2) 

257 Works, Minutes, 402, 422, 433, 445-446, 459, 470, 482 

258 Works, Minutes, 307, Q.[7] 

259 MABI, accessed January 2015  

260 Hosmer apparently retired from the itinerancy in 1775 - see Works, Minutes, 445 
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Gilbert, as Fund secretary. His responsibilities included preparing óan exact account of all 

receipts and disbursementsô for each Conference.261 

By 1767 the stewards had changed: Joseph Cownley and John Murlin, both preachers, now 

held the posts.262 Cownley was presumably able to draw on personal experience in managing 

his wifeôs Ã3,000 investment portfolio.263 A committee of twelve preachers was also 

named.264 One, William Penington, was replaced in 1768, presumably on his death.265 Mark 

Davis left the itinerancy in 1769 and was also replaced. His joint successors were the 

preachers John Helton and Christopher Hopper. They served also as clerks to the fund-

raising campaign to reduce the Connexionôs accumulated chapel debts;266 and Helton was in 

addition given oversight of all the books and book-keepers in the Connexion.267   

These appointments were significant. Hopper (1722-1802) was one of the movementôs most 

senior preachers, having entered the itinerant ministry in 1748. He had been one of Wesleyôs 

travelling companions, and was a frequent correspondent. In 1768 Wesley had given him the 

title of óLord President of the Northô, and with it oversight of the northern societies. He was 

a confidant of Wesley and acutely aware of the Connexionôs financial pressures.268   

                                                           
261 Works, Minutes, 308, Q.[14] 

262 Works, Minutes, 349, Q.21 

263 Jackson II, 24-25 

264 Works, Minutes, 349, Q.22. The members were Mark Davis, Thomas Hanby, Peter Jaco, Thomas Johnson, 

Alexander Mather, James Oddie, Thomas Olivers, John Pawson, William Penington, Peter Price, Robert 

Roberts, and Duncan Wright 

265 Works, Minutes, 357-358, Q.19 

266 Works, Minutes, 374-375, Qs.17-18; see also chapter six 

267 Works, Minutes, 376, Q.25 

268 Wesley Historical Society, online Dictionary of Methodism, consulted June 2012  
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There are no further records of personnel changes until 1792, when four stewards and a 

committee of nine preachers were named, though there seems to have been a measure of 

continuity with earlier years. Four had been Fund officers in 1767, and perhaps continuously 

since then: Thomas Hanby and Robert Roberts were on the committee in both years; Pawson 

and Mather had been on the 1767 committee, and were listed as stewards in 1792.269 Pawson 

and Mather kept detailed records especially of Fund expenditure, and these often differed 

significantly from the data published in Conference reports.  

There is evidence, too, that the Fund had access to sound financial counsel. In 1792 Mather 

approached the leading Wesleyan businessman and philanthropist William Marriott for 

investment advice, which it seems he had offered previously. Mather wrote: 

If I had not been favoured with yours I proposed to have troubled you with a line 
saying, I had taken the liberty to desire Mr. Thompson to consult you on the properest 
way of laying out 4 or Ã500 belonging to the Preachersô Fundé. I had also said to 
Mr. Thompson that you had kindly done anything of this kind for the Fund gratis.270  

Some preachers also apparently took an interest: in December 1785 Wride wrote to Wesley 

about a dispute with the mortgagee of Norwich chapel, suggesting that the Preachersô Fund 

take over the investment: 

I fear poor Norwich will be badly off for money to pay the mortgagee. The principal 
is Ã350 at 4İ per cent but they lately paid 5 per cent to keep him quiet. Yet he still 
asks the whole, I suppose in order to extort a premium. Could not you Sir, so far 
interpose for them, as to get some person to take the mortgage from him? Could not 
the Fund of the Preachers take it up? And would it not be a better security than some 
others are?271 

There is no evidence that the suggestion was pursued, but the Fund did invest in other 

Wesleyan Methodist chapels. The investment report published by Pawson and Maher in 

                                                           
269 Minutes I, 73, Qs.21-22; 272, Qs.33-34  

270 Letter of 20 September 1792 from Alexander Mather to William Marriott, MARC, Early Preachersô Letters, 

vol. 2, 260-261 

271 Letter of 30 December 1785 from Thomas Wride to John Wesley. Duke I, Box CO9, Thomas Wride 

Correspondence, Letterbook no. 1 
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1796 (see Annex 3D) showed that in 1791 the Fund had outstanding chapel loans of some 

Ã100.    

The 1780-1781 watershed 

1780-1781 marked a radical departure for the Fundôs activities. In 1780, as noted above, 

Conference had been told that óupwards of Ã700ô remained in the Fund. This drew the 

comment: ónever desire that it should rise higher.ô272 Recorded expenditure that year was 

just over Ã120; the following year, it was over twice that.  

It may be significant that the president of the 1780 Conference, held in Bristol, was Hopper: 

Wesley was absent for at least a period.273 As such, Hopper presided over the effective 

integration of the Preachersô Fund with mainstream Connexional finances, in the 

management of which he had long played a central role. The Fund now began to pay 

allowances to the wives of active preachers, not just to preachersô widows, an extension in 

both the scope and scale of its operations, and outside its purposes as originally established. 

We have no evidence that its rules were amended in this respect by Conference; and indeed, 

the practice was to generate protests and, in time, constitutional change. In the meantime, as 

Annexes 3E and 3F show, this aspect of the Fundôs work grew in scale, often constituting a 

third or more of expenditure. 

In 1791 the Conference banned the diversion of Preachersô Fund resources to pay allowances 

to the wives of active preachers. The ruling was detailed and explicit:  

Q.30. Are any directions necessary concerning the management of the Preachersô 
Fund?  A. No money that has been or shall be subscribed to that Fund shall be applied 
on any account to the discharge of Contingencies, or to any other purposes 
whatsoever, except those which the Rules of the Fund direct.274   
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However, although no such expenditure was recorded from 1791, the practice continued, as 

explained below. But there was a second significant change in 1781, and that was to the scale 

and nature of the Fundôs income. In August 1781 Wesley issued a circular letter addressed 

to ómembers and friendsô soliciting contributions towards the Fund: 

As several of the preachers in our Connexion,....are now so superannuated that they 
can no longer keep a circuit, and as others of them....have left destitute widows and 
children behind them....it has been agreed on in Conference that every travelling 
preacher shall out of his little allowance subscribe a guinea yearly. 

But, as this sum is no wise sufficient to answer the growing demands, several of our 
friends have offered their assistance by subscribing something yearly; and if others 
of you shall see good to follow their laudable example, it will no doubt be pleasing 
to God....275 

Its impact was immediate, substantial, and sustained. Until then, the Fundôs recorded income 

- after a slow start in the later 1760s - more or less tracked the growth in the population of 

itinerant preachers. From 1781, income always exceeded what might have been expected 

from preachersô contributions alone, and by an increasingly wide margin (see Annex 3G). 

Some local records also document lay contributions to the Fund. In 1789, the Manchester 

Circuit account book includes a payment of Ã1.11s.6d. as ó3 Preachers 10/6 each to 

Preachersô Fundô, suggesting that in that year the preachersô own contributions were paid for 

them by the Circuit; a payment of Ã3.3s.0d. on behalf of four preachers was also made to the 

Fund in 1791.276 However, it seems that more often lay donations were sought directly from 

wealthier members and friends, rather than through official society or circuit sources: this 

was Crowtherôs observation in 1815.277     

                                                           
275 Circular letter of 7 August 1781 from John Wesley to ómembers and friendsô, Telford, Letters VII, 78-79 

276 Greater Manchester County Record Office with Manchester Archives, Manchester Circuit Stewardsô 

Account Book 

277 óEach year, just before we set off to the conference, we make in private, the subscription for the Preachersô 

Fund. But we do not mention this to the people in general, as we do the Yearly Subscription, but confine it 
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Thus by the late 1790s a Fund which had been established by the preachers for the preachers 

had become dependent on majority funding from lay sources: in 1798, for example, probably 

over 60 per cent of the Fundôs Ã1,191 recorded income came from óthe peopleô.  

Expenditure: the ‘raids’ on the Fund, 1781-1796 

A cash shortfall in a single year was survivable: what mattered was the relationship between 

income and expenditure over time. A well-run fund would accumulate and invest reserves 

which would enable it to ride out the occasional annual cash shortfall. And we have seen 

that in 1780 the Conference learned that the Fund had reserves of over Ã700278, sufficient to 

finance its expected payments to beneficiaries for some six years. The Conference 

(reasonably) took the view that this level of reserves was adequate. Even after the 1780-1781 

watershed, the returns presented to Conference suggested that overall, the Fundôs income 

remained sufficient, year to year: over the decade 1781-1790, leaving aside any returns from 

invested capital, recorded income totalled Ã3,942 and recorded expenditure Ã4,210. 

However, it is likely that the returns submitted to Conference were significantly flawed: both 

income and expenditure were probably substantially higher than reported.      

In 1795 and 1796 the stewards conducted a detailed review of the Fundôs finances, the results 

of which were recorded in a 1795 circular letter sent by Pawson and Mather to óthe members 

of the Methodist Societiesô;279 in the Minutes of the 1796 Conference;280 and in most detail 

in their 1796 Affectionate Address to the membership on the state of the Connexionôs 

finances.281  

                                                           
chiefly to a few of the more wealthy and liberal. Many give to it both liberally and cheerfully.ô Crowther, J. 

(1815). Portraiture, 306 

278 See above  

279 Minutes I, 334-336 

280 Minutes I, 366-367 

281 Pawson, J. and A. Mather (1796), Affectionate Address 
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The overall analysis set out in 1795 was clear. The stewards explained - in an understandably 

defensive tone - that Wesley (óour venerable Fatherô) had felt: 

é.obliged, for many years before his death, to take a very considerable part of what 
many of you so cheerfully contributed, for the support of those Preachers who had 
continued in your service as long as they were able, and the widows of such as had 
died in the work.     

They noted that many people had been ógrieved, and a few perhaps offendedô by this; but 

that Wesley had felt that he had no choice if the Methodist mission was to continue. The 

stewards added that they had felt unable to resist him:  

In such circumstances, we could not refuse helping him, and in him the work of 
God....  

but they had insisted on: 

é.keeping an account from year to year of what was so advanced, which at his death 
was a considerable sum, besides the simple interest due upon it; which, as stewards 
for you, and also for those for whom you gave it, we had no right to give up....282  

The surprising result, as the 1796 Conference report explained, was that: 

It appears, from the state of the account relating to the Preachersô Fund, now laid 
before us, that the amount, if in our hands, or in any of the Funds, from whence 
regular interest would be paid, would have been Ã6,000.  But this whole sum (except 
about Ã70) is all expended in the payment of Mr. Wesleyôs debts, and in carrying on 
the work before and since his death.283     

The basis for this assessment was set out in the Affectionate Address. Since Pawson and 

Mather had probably been involved with the Fund for twenty-five years, and made their data 

public on several occasions, it seems reasonable to accept it as accurate. Pawson, if not 

Mather, was presumably highly numerate, having trained as a builder and architect.284  

There were four striking features to their report. First, it showed that the sums expended on 

allowances for the families of active (as distinct from retired) preachers before this practice 

was banned in 1791 often exceeded the amounts reported to Conference (see Annex 3H). 

These transfers were recorded by them as loans, paying notional interest of 3.5 per cent a 
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year: óforced loansô would be more accurate. Second, they reported that - despite the 

Conference ban - the practice had continued in the years after 1791, and indeed on a much 

more significant scale. By 1796, the total of such unreported payments exceeded Ã4,000. 

Third, they revealed that after John Wesleyôs death the Fund had made a payment of Ã1,297 

to Charles Wesleyôs widow Sally, as a contribution towards the Ã1,700 owed to her under 

the marriage settlement.285  

Fourth, it can be calculated that these undocumented payments - totalling some Ã5,500 - 

exceeded the estimated Ã3,300 capital which the Fund would have accumulated by 1796 

from the annual surpluses of its recorded income over its recorded expenditure.286 There is 

no obvious reason why the Fundôs managers would have borrowed money simply to hand it 

over to the Connexional leadership; and Pawson and Mather give no indication that Fund 

ever fell into deficit. Indeed, they claimed that at the time of Wesleyôs death it had financial 

assets totalling Ã1,391.   

It is likely therefore that the Fundôs income was also under-stated in the accounts. Money 

collected in societies and physically brought to Conference was probably recorded 

accurately; occasional gifts and legacies received between Conferences, perhaps not.287 The 

annexed model (Annex 3A) assumes that lay donations were under-stated by an average of 

25 per cent each year from 1781. Modelling based on this assumption generates a Fund 

capital balance of Ã1,437 on the eve of Wesleyôs death, in line with the Pawson and Mather 

statement. In short, it is probable that from around 1780, while the Fund remained in surplus, 
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neither its income nor its expenditure were recorded fully in the financial statements 

submitted annually to Conference. 

The development of the Fund 1791-1798 

The diversion of money from the Fund caused disquiet amongst the preachers, and as noted 

above, the 1791 Conference took action to try to prevent contributions to the Fund being 

used for purposes other than support of retired preachers and their dependants. There may 

also have been a more general review of the Fund: it seems likely that the annual contribution 

was doubled at around this time, to a level of Ã1.1s.0d. (one guinea). This was almost 

certainly the rate being paid by 1794, the first year when the published accounts split income 

between preachersô and lay contributions. The recorded total of Ã380.7s.0d. in preachersô 

contributions in that year is consistent with the payment of a guinea entrance fee by most of 

the twenty-three newly admitted preachers, and a guinea in annual subscriptions by most of 

the 355 existing preachers.288   

A significant rule change came in 1793, when Conference decided that every preacher 

should be considered as ósupernumeraryô (and thus falling to the Circuits to support) for four 

years after he ceased to itinerate; he would then become ósuperannuatedô, and receive annual 

payments from the Fund. This may have been simply a cost reduction measure: between 

1791 and 1793 recorded Fund expenditure had increased sharply, by more than 60 per cent 

(from some Ã496 to over Ã802).289 Recorded expenditure the following year fell to Ã718, 

though most (65 per cent) of that reflected the deaths of two major beneficiaries, Thomas 

Westell and William Whitaker.290 
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In 1794 the four stewards named in 1792 were reappointed. The Fundôs rules were 

unchanged, but more detail was henceforth reported in the annual accounts, including the 

split of income between preachersô and lay contributions.291 

1795 saw an opaque change to the financial regime.  Conference ruled that: 

Q.25....  A2. All the interest which is due to the Preachersô Fund shall be paid out of 
the Book-Room the next year.292   

This was probably a consequence of the revelation of the scale of the diversion of cash from 

the Fund into Connexional expenditure, which had hitherto been without recompense. In 

future, interest on such loans would be payable. In a minor enhancement of the reports to 

Conference, from 1795 expenditure in Ireland was shown separately.  It was also decided 

that: 

é.the benefit of the late Act of Parliament respecting charitable funds shall be taken 
in behalf of the Preachersô Fund.293  

This was a reference to the 1795 extension of the 1793 Friendly Societies Act to a broader 

range of benevolent institutions, potentially including the Preachersô Fund.294 The legislation 

offered various tax and legal advantages;295 but the key practical implication was that it 

would require the Fundôs resources to be ring-fenced from those of the wider Connexion and 

devoted to a defined scheme membership. It seems that in practice the steps necessary for 

registration were never completed by the Fundôs managers, though in his prefatory address 

to Pawsonôs 1795 list of itinerant preachers, Coke explained that its purposes included óto 
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serve as a direction in the management of the preacherôs fund.ô296 The complex financial 

report included in the 1797 Minutes may reflect an effort to establish a credible ring fence 

around the Fund.297   

In 1796 Conference completed a wholesale reexamination of the Fundôs rules, presumably 

triggered by the financial review by Pawson and Mather discussed above, and perhaps 

influenced too by the new statutory framework. The resulting changes included 

improvements in benefits and enhanced governance (see Annex 3I); but developments 

elsewhere meant that the Fundôs days were numbered. 

The demise of the Preachers’ Fund: 1797-1800 

While Conference had apparently decided that all loans to the wider Connexion should be 

repaid, and that in future the Fundôs operations would be conducted with greater rigour and 

transparency, the 1797 financial returns to Conference suggest that implementation of these 

decisions was not immediate. Indeed the financial transactions recorded in the Conference 

accounts that year are complicated.   

They show, firstly, that the central Connexional expenditure of some Ã3,521 exceeded the 

total of Ã1,558 raised from the Yearly Collection by Ã1,963. Broadly, a third of this was 

borrowed from the funds raised to finance the Wesleyan boarding school at Kingswood;298 

a third was found from Book Room profits;299 and a third (Ã687) represented the cash surplus 

from the Preachersô Fund - recorded income in 1796-1797 was Ã1,167, and expenditure was 

Ã481 - which was taken in full as a loan.       

                                                           
296 Pawson, J. (1795). Chronological Catalogue. For context, see also Garlick, K. B. (1975). óMinisters and 
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However, the accounts presented to successive Conferences suggest that the cash surpluses 

being lent to the Connexion arose in part from the deferment of payments due to retired 

preachers and preachersô widows. For example, while the 1796 accounts cite a total of Ã851 

in payment due to superannuated preachers and widows, the 1797 accounts include a 

payment of half that sum - Ã425 - from Book Room profits to the Fund, an item described 

as óhalf the money allowed to the Superannuated Preachersô, presumably because only half 

the payments due the previous year had been made. Similarly, the 1797 accounts state that 

in the course of 1797-1798, the Fund will be reimbursed Ã415 from Book Room profits, an 

item recorded as: 

To the Superannuated Preachers and Widows, as we have only paid them half their 
money, except in a few cases, which are accounted for.300 

Examination of the payments authorised in 1797 show that, as apparently in 1796, many 

beneficiaries received reduced allowances: thus John Furz and Mary Mitchell both received 

Ã7.10s.0d. rather than their normal Ã15.0s.0d. It was this routine deferment of benefits which 

financed the loans from the Preachersô Fund to general Connexional funds. 

The pattern was repeated in 1798, a year in which the Conference noted that óour temporal 

circumstances are exceedingly straitened....ô;301 and again in 1799302 and 1800.303 By this 

time, however, the patience of some of the preachers seems finally to have snapped.   

In 1798 a group of the younger preachers, led by Adam Clarke and Henry Moore, created 

their own Annuitant Society to provide for their own pensions.304 Seventy-three preachers 
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enrolled immediately, with an average age of thirty-four. As Lloyd comments, this was a 

óremarkableô development: a grassroots rebellion against the authority of the senior 

preachers, leading to creation of a new institution which was developed entirely outside 

official decision-making structures. The first set of rules for the new Society were dated in 

the week after the Bristol Conference ended, and registration of the new retirement scheme 

under the 1795 legislation took place two weeks before the 1799 Conference. 

In a series of transactions, the 1799 Conference in effect adopted the scheme, and the 

Annuitant Society was opened to all itinerant preachers. Of itself this would have been 

financially disastrous, since the new members were on average older: they would thus have 

little time to make contributions before drawing their pensions. However, Conference also 

recapitalised the new society, paying it, from Book Room resources, the Ã6,000 in loans and 

interest foregone owed to the preachers by the wider Connexion. As explained by Pawson 

and Mather in their 1796 Affectionate Address, the Connexion had borrowed almost Ã7,000 

from the Fund since 1781, before interest;305 recapitalisation at a level of Ã6,000 was 

reasonable, but not generous.   

The problem was that the Connexion was as usual short of cash; thus the 8 August 1799 

general meeting of the new society amended its third rule to read: 

That as the Methodist Preachers, late in connexion with the late Rev. John Wesley, 
have a property in books, in their Book-room, City Road, London, which property is 
valued at, and is worth six thousand pounds sterling; and that said Preachers, agree 
to convey said property to this society, to be applied to its use according to the rules 
and regulations of the same; the Steward of said Book-room shall give a bond to the 
Treasurer of said society, for the above sum of six thousand pounds sterling, bearing 
legal interest from the date of these presents, which interest is to be paid annually 
into the hands of said Treasurer, to be applied to the use of said Society, according 
to its rules and regulations.306  

                                                           
305 Pawson, J. and A. Mather (1796), Affectionate Address, 6-7 

306 Lloyd, A. K. (1968), Labourer's Hire, 36, citing the Societyôs first minute and account book 
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The bond paid annual interest at 5 per cent: interest payments of Ã300 were recorded in the 

annual accounts submitted to Conference in 1799 and 1800.307  

The final step in 1799, as noted in Annex 3I, was to reconstitute the original Preachersô Fund 

as a charitable society funded by the gifts of people, and not by the contributions of the 

preachers, to provide financial support supplementary to the pensions paid by the new 

society. 

Conclusions 

The establishment of the Preachersô Fund in the early 1760s, though in line with the 

development of retirement provision in other religious organisations and more widely, was 

a step away from John Wesleyôs original vision of a team of travelling preachers dependent 

upon Godôs Providence, as evidenced through the unforced hospitality of his people, for 

their health and wellbeing. Though not based on any systematic assessment of need, the 

Preachersô Fund long served the Connexion well. But it could not meet the needs and 

aspirations of a new generation of preachers who married, had children, and looked forward 

to spending some years of retirement with their family once their travelling days were done, 

and sought also continued security for their dependants after they themselves died.  

Furthermore, its governance fell short of the demands for transparency and rigour which 

emerged in the 1790s, both from the younger generation of preachers and from changes in 

the tax and regulatory regime. From 1780 it had been treated by the Connexional leadership 

as a source of income for general purposes rather than as a preachersô retirement fund; 

benefits were frequently not paid in full; and its increasingly complex transactions were not 

fully reported to Conference.  

The first generation of preachers had perhaps been content to rely on Providence; their 

successors sought tax-efficient and legally protected provision for their retirement. But while 

                                                           
307 Minutes II, 37, 76 
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the new ring-fenced arrangements may have suited the new generation of preachers, they 

significantly reduced the financial resilience of the Connexion as a whole. That mattered, 

because by then Wesleyan Methodists had acquired significant financial responsibilities not 

only for preachers and their families but for the acquisition and maintenance of places in 

which they could preach. 
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Chapter 4. THE WESLEYAN CHAPEL ESTATE 

Introduction 

The creation by 1800 of a national network of some 960 chapels was a significant 

achievement for eighteenth century Wesleyan Methodism.308 It is a complex story, in which 

the local demand and supply factors driving specific chapel projects played out against a 

regional and national background of social and economic change, within the context of the 

emerging Connexional polity. Most chapels were the result of local initiative, and at the heart 

of this development was the tension between the expansionist agendas of local societies, 

which often felt prompted by the Holy Spirit to build, and the voices of financial prudence 

at the Connexional centre, which sought to ensure that - as with the recruitment and 

deployment of itinerant preachers - the movementôs temporal resources were sufficient to 

support its spiritual ambitions.  And in time, much as the preachersô desire for financial 

security tempered their early reliance on Godôs Providence, so for local members the 

pecuniary advantages of seat rents in helping to service chapel debt ultimately outweighed 

scruples that renting seats might constrain access to Godôs Word for those unable to pay.  

The most comprehensive data on early Wesleyan chapels were published by Myles in the 

early nineteenth century, listing chapels by date and by county.309 There are however errors, 

such as locating Cheltenham in Hampshire rather than Gloucestershire; and it is not clear 

whether the dates given relate to the opening or the registration of the chapel. They are not 

comprehensive; thus for example Myles dates the first Nottingham chapel from 1798, 

although Hockley chapel opened in 1783.310 The decennial peaks are also suspect, and may 

                                                           
308 óPreaching-houseô was Wesleyôs preferred term, partly to distinguish Wesleyan buildings both from the 

churches of the established Church and the ómeeting-housesô of the dissenters.  In time óchapelô came into 

common use, and that is the term used in this paper     

309 Myles is the source of the key statistics quoted in this section  

310 Holland Walker, J. (1926) óAn Itinerary of Nottingham.ô Transactions of the Thoroton Society, XXX, 66 
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reflect faulty recollection by those he consulted, a phenomenon familiar to demographers as 

óage-heapingô.311  

A further problem is that there can be no satisfactory definition of what constitutes a chapel: 

Myles may well have concentrated on purpose-built chapels, whether newly constructed or 

acquired, but throughout the period many Wesleyans continued to meet in other premises, 

some of which were licenced as chapels but many of which were not. All that said, Myles 

based his data on detailed research and opened it to scrutiny through publication, so it seems 

reasonable to use it as the basis for examining broad trends.  

The surviving local records are both dispersed and fragmented, and include subscription 

books, chapel stewardsô and society accounts, trust deeds and other legal documents, records 

of preaching, and trusteesô personal papers. National records, such as the Conference 

Minutes, and Wesleyôs Journal and correspondence, are also useful. But reconstructing the 

financial history of even a single chapel is a significant undertaking. The analysis which 

follows draws on a wide range of primary and secondary sources, but can only be seen as 

tentative nonetheless. 

Overall the Connexion had invested of the order of Ã500,000 in the network by 1800, much 

of it through raising debt finance.  

Why chapels were acquired or built 

The first Wesleyan buildings were three regional headquarters complexes at Bristol, London, 

and Newcastle. The model seems to have been at least partly Moravian: in February 1744 

Wesley spoke to Viney, who was then hesitating between Moravianism and Wesleyanism, 

about the possibility of employing him at the London headquarters, which he planned to 

develop as an óoeconomyô, a term used by the Moravians (though not unique to them) to 

                                                           
311 This is the tendency for people to give their age when asked as a number ending in 0 or - less often - in 5. 

See for example Ottaway, S. R. (2004), Decline, 45 
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describe their religious settlements, which undertook a range of social and economic 

activities. Viney noted in his diary:  

[Wesley] added that he had thoughts of beginning an oeconomy, partly a boarding 
school, partly an Orphan House, and partly a working house for poor people over 
which he thought I might superintendé.312  
 

In the event the New Room at Bristol opened first, in 1739. Wesley contributed Ã150 towards 

the cost,313 and in 1740 a Ã250 mortgage was raised on the premises.314 In the winter of 1739 

he was encouraged by two acquaintances to acquire the derelict Foundery in London. They 

lent him the Ã115 purchase price, and were repaid by subscribers who contributed 4s.0d.-

10s.0d. a year. The rebuilding cost almost Ã700. The largest room held 1,500 people, while 

the membership was 300 (June 1740);315 the roomôs size possibly reflected attendance at the 

most popular events, or some expectation of growth in membership.  

Finally, in late 1742, Wesley laid the foundation stone for the Newcastle óorphan-houseô, 

which became the movementôs largest building to date. He began with a mere Ã1.6s.0d. cash 

in hand, but through preaching fund-raising sermons and seeking donations raised some 

Ã700;316 one Quaker sympathiser gave Ã100 after a dream.317  The building cost an estimated 

Ã600, and the land some Ã30.318   

                                                           
312 Entry for 19 February 1744, Duke I, Viney Diary, Notebook 1, 46 

313 Church, L. F. (1949). The Early Methodist People. London, Epworth Press, 61 

314 Letter of 28 June 1740 from Charles to John Wesley. Works, Letters II, 18  

315 Heitzenrater, R. P. (1995). Wesley and the People Called Methodists. Nashville, TN, Abingdon Press, 

109-111 

316 Church, L. F. (1949), Methodist People, 62 

317 Heitzenrater, R. P. (1995), Wesley , 138 

318 Entry for 23 May 1744, Duke I, Viney Diary, Notebook 4. This includes a detailed description of the Orphan 

House 
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Local societies met in a wide range of premises, often in private houses; in towns they might 

rent rooms, and in rural areas barns or other outbuildings. In the Yorkshire Dales, the 

Arkengarthdale society met around 1760 at the Charles Bathurst Inn, and from 1781 the 

Wesleyans of nearby Reeth met at the Red Lion.319  

Their meetings were private, with admission increasingly controlled by ticket, and since they 

might only involve perhaps six to twenty attendees could be held in a wide variety of 

premises. Preaching services were however open to all, and often attracted large 

congregations.320 It was primarily to house these larger-scale events that, from the early 

1740s, growing numbers of local Wesleyan societies began to build or acquire dedicated 

chapels, a significant step since this of course required capital investment.321 

                                                           
319 Hardy, J. (2006). The Methodists of Swaledale and Arkengarthdale and their Chapels. Swaledale, 

Swaledale Museum 

320 Field suggests that before 1810 the wider Methodist constituency can be estimated at around three times the 

membership - see Field, C. D. (2012). óCounting Religion in England and Wales: The Long Eighteenth 

Century, c.1688-c.1840.ô Journal of Ecclesiastical History, 63 (4) (October 2012), 693-720, at 705. But he 

notes that there was a range of contemporary estimates - for example, Bradburn suggested that in 1804 at least 

500,000 people attended Sunday worship, at a time when society membership stood at some 120,000 - 

Bradburn, S. (1805), God Shining , 64 

321 Further analysis would be useful, but it seems that the extent of chapel space for non-members varied hugely. 

In 1764 the tiny Boston society in Lincolnshire built a chapel seating 170 - in 1769 their membership stood at 

nine; but in the mid 1790s Nottinghamôs chapel held 2,000 people, just under twice the membership of the 

local society. See Leary, W. (1972). Methodism in the Town of Boston. Boston, Richard Kay Publications, for 

the History of Boston Project, 6; and Harwood, G. H. (1859). The History of Wesleyan Methodism in 

Nottingham and its Vicinity. Nottingham, W. Bunny, 65 
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Other societies, such as those linked to Benjamin Ingham, went down the same route: thus 

in December 1748 Inghamôs society at Roughlee in Yorkshire collected Ã84 towards a 

chapel, and the following month drew lots to decide its location.322  

Although these were usually local projects, Wesley was often personally involved. Thus the 

itinerant Sampson Staniforth described to him the construction of Deptford chapel in London 

in the 1750s: 

Some of your preachers likewise came down from London, and the congregations 
increased so that the room could not contain them. I consulted you. You advised me 
to get a piece of ground and build. I immediately opened a subscription, and having 
procured ground, desired three builders to give in their proposals. This was in the 
year 1757.323   

The building cost Ã225, and was financed partly by credit provided by its sympathetic 

builder, which took six years to clear. 

From the mid 1760s a significant construction programme began, first in England and 

Ireland, then in Wales and Scotland too, though in London, especially, existing buildings 

were used.324 Despite the Founderyôs size, in the early 1740s pressure on space led Wesley 

to acquire further chapels at Covent Garden and Bermondsey.325 At Hillfarrance, near 

Taunton, local Wesleyans came together in 1764 to buy a private house adjoining the parish 

church which was then licenced as a Dissenting meeting-house, and used as a chapel until 

1793, then reverting to domestic use.326 And in Birmingham, the Moor Street theatre was 

                                                           
322 Baker I, WA1: William Batty, Church History collected from the memoirs and journals of the Revd. Mr. 

Ingham and the labourers in connection with him (1779), 37-38 

323 Jackson IV, 139-140  

324 Until the opening of the City Road Chapel, all the central London chapels were converted churches.  Dolbey, 

G. W. (1964). The Architectural Expression of Methodism. London, Epworth Press, 35-36 

325 Tyerman, L. (1870-1871), Wesley, Vol. 1, 420. By the end of 1743 there were some 2,200 members in 

London 

326 http://www.oake.org.uk/hillfarrance_history.php. Oake Parish website, accessed November 2014 

http://www.oake.org.uk/hillfarrance_history.php
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converted into a chapel, opened by Wesley in 1764.327 Though Wesleyans preferred to have 

the freehold of chapels, some were leased or rented. For example, in 1750 the West Street 

chapel in London was being rented for Ã18 a year,328 while in the mid 1780s the London 

society was paying Ã30 a year to rent the Spitalfields chapel.329 

Reviewing this programme of chapel acquisition and construction in 1763, Wesley 

commented: 

Within these twelve or fifteen years several of our brethren in various parts, having 
no room which would contain the congregation, by the advice of the preachers have 
built houses for preaching capable of containing the usual number of hearers. But 
this has necessarily involved them in large debts.330 

Poor weather was a major factor, restricting the scope for field preaching especially in the 

winter months. Wesley saw outdoor preaching as essential to his mission, and continued the 

practice almost until his death - his last open-air sermon was at Winchelsea on 7 October 

1790;331 but it was sometimes impracticable. In 1766 he urged one Irish preacher: 

Preach abroad....if ever you would do good. It is the cooping yourselves up in rooms 
that has damped the word of God, which never was and never will be carried on to 
any purpose without going out into the highways and hedges and compelling poor 
sinners to come in.... ôTis a shame to preach in a house before October unless in a 
morning.332 

Another issue, especially in the early days, was both the fear and the actuality of violence, 

typically driven by fear that Wesley and his followers threatened the established civil and 

                                                           
327 Hutton, W. (1783). An History of Birmingham. Second Edition.... London, Pearson and Rollason, 124-125; 

Harman, T. T. (1885). Showell's Dictionary of Birmingham. Birmingham, Cornish Brothers, 243 

328 Curnock, N. (ed). (1909-1916). The Journal of the Rev. John Wesley, M.A., Founder of the Methodists. 

London, Charles H. Kelly, Vol. 3, 78, f.n.2 

329 Entry for 15 February 1783. MARC, Samuel Tooth Receipt Book 

330 Works, Minutes, ‘Large Minutes 1753-1763ô, 871 

331 Baker, F. (1970). Wesley, 316 

332 Telford, Letters V, 23. There is some inconsistency here with the 1744 Conference statement that ó(to avoid 

giving any needless offence) we never preach without doors when we can with any convenience preach within.ô 

Works, Minutes, 138   
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religious order.333 Chapels offered protection, and reduced the risk that the sight of Methodist 

assemblies would provoke an assault.334 An early building in Sheffield was apparently 

destroyed by a mob in May 1743, and its successor, though more strongly built, was also 

attacked. A second Sheffield chapel was demolished by a mob around the same time.335 

Wesley came to believe that chapels brought clear spiritual benefits, writing in his Journal 

in August 1765, after preaching in the new Chester octagon chapel: 

A new house not only brings a new congregation but likewise (what we have 
observed over and over again) a new blessing from God.336 

In 1787 Benson noted that chapels also offered their congregations relief from the pressures 

of daily life: 

Places of worship are erected in order that those who worship in them.... may wait 
upon him [God], in hearing his word and prayer, without distraction of mind and 
interruption from outward things.337 

But in practice chapel projects could be a focus for disagreement in local Methodist societies. 

As early as January 1746, Bennet accompanied Charles Wesley to Sheffield and found that: 

The brethren seemed much disaffected one against another, occasioned by the 
building of a Chapel. I told them unless they repented and broke off their quarrelling 
and disputing persecution would certainly arise and I verily believed their house 
would come down.338  

In April 1752 he raised with John Wesley the case of the Bolton chapel, claiming that the 

local society were uneasy that the chapel which they had built had been handed over to 

                                                           
333 On which see, for example, Green, R. (1902). Anti-Methodist Publications Issued During the Eighteenth 

Century. Published for the author by C. H. Kelly 

334 Simon, J. S. (1927). John Wesley the Master-Builder. London, Epworth Press, 181 

335 Hunter, J. (1819). Hallamshire, the History and Topography of the Parish of Sheffield.... London, 

Lackington, Hughes, Harding, Mavor, and Jones, 171 

336 Entry for 16 August 1765, describing a visit to the new Chester preaching-house. Works, Journal V, 17 

337 Benson, J. (1788). A Sermon at the Opening of the New Chapel, belonging to the Methodists, in Lowgate, 

Hull, on Sunday, December the 23rd. 1787. Hull, Printed by G. Prince, 6 

338 Entry for 18 January 1746. Valentine, S. R. (2002), Bennet Diary  
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Wesleyôs control.339 In the 1780s, at least one preacher feared that chapels led to societies 

losing their focus on evangelism. In 1788 Robert Miller became an itinerant in the Colchester 

circuit, recording in his memoir: 

At Manningtree, the congregation being small, and the society in a low state, I 
thought the best means to enlarge the congregation, and stir up the society, was to 
preach out of doors. Accordingly I gave notice of my intention. But many persons 
came to my lodgings, and fell upon me in a very unmerciful manner: Someé.said, 
That as there was a chapel, there was no necessity for preaching out of doors.   

He persisted, and drew a congregation estimated at 1,000.340 

There were also, potentially, significant financial benefits to be gained by acquiring fixed 

premises. Seats could be sold or rented out; and a society could now offer regular gatherings 

at an established location, facilitating the harvesting of money not only from members but 

from other supporters, through congregational collections. Furthermore, a chapel enabled 

the local society to offer new products and services to members and hearers. Baptisms 

brought steady income, as did burial grounds - Ã80 a year in the case of Londonôs City Road 

chapel in 1791.341 Many chapels also had accommodation, such as cellars or stables, which 

could be rented out, and sometimes the chapel itself could be hired.   

Finally, a chapel provided a focal point for the local Wesleyan community in myriad other 

ways, for example in facilitating the creation of small libraries for the use of the preachers 

and storage for books on sale to the rank and file;342 and as a base for educational, social and 

                                                           
339 Entry for 1 April 1752. Duke I, Vols. 25, Vol. 11. Bennet, J. óJournal. Transcribed by Marmaduke Riggall, 

April 1923ô 

340 óMemoirs of the principal Occurrences which have passed in the seven and thirty Years Experience of 

Robert Miller, Minister of the Gospel.  Written by himself.ô AM XXIV (1801), 147 

341 MARC, Wesley Collection, AN 1977/392: Financial accounts: (WM) London Society account book (1766-

1803) 

342 Wesley kept a close personal eye on stocks, commenting for example in late 1773 that óI am afraid the 

assortment of books which is at Birstall house is exceeding imperfect.ô  Letter of 17 November 1773 to Mary 

Bosanquet. Telford, Letters VI, 55 
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welfare activities.343 Indeed Gilbert has argued that Methodism (and also New Dissent) 

offered a sense of security and community at a time of social turmoil: 

Chapel communities were able to meet associational, recreational and communal 
needs which in many cases would otherwise have gone unfulfilled; and they were 
able to provide a degree of economic protection and social security rarely available 
elsewhere.344 

However, the core function of Wesleyan chapels was to house preaching services. 

The financing of Wesleyan chapels: case studies 

A typical Wesleyan chapel might involve a donated site, cash contributions from local 

society members and supporters, a grant from circuit or national funds, and debt finance for 

the remainder. Every chapel was, of course, unique, but the case studies below illustrate how 

this worked in practice.   

Case study 1: Chatham chapel 1770345 

This opened in 1770346. It was in the Kentish circuit.347 The building cost around Ã430; land 

and legal costs were Ã47.348 The exterior was built within two months and was usable by the 

end of June 1770, when its builder (Edwards), a local preacher, preached the first sermon in 

the unfinished chapel; the formal opening, by Wesley, came five months later. Edwards was 

paid by stage payments, presumably as the money came in. 

Core funding came from a Ã300 mortgage from Daniel Brames, a master shipwright at 

Chatham naval dockyard, and brother of Abraham Brames, who was both society and chapel 

                                                           
343 On which see chapter nine 

344 Gilbert, A. D. (1978). Religion and Society in Industrial England: church, chapel, and social change, 1740-

1914. London, Longman, 89-90 

345 Medway Archives and Local Studies Centre, Nm5/2/Da/1/1, Brompton Chapel Account Book (1769-

1807) 

346 Confirmed by Myles, 432 

347 In summer 1770 the circuit had a recorded membership of 289. See Works, Minutes, 384 

348 Medway Archives and Local Studies Centre, NM5/2/Db/1/17, (1864) A Brief Account of the Chapels in 

Rochester Circuit....  
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steward;349 he received 5 per cent interest, the legal maximum under the usury legislation.350 

Two other short-term loans, probably an unsecured loan of Ã30-Ã40 from Abraham Brames, 

and trade debt of Ã50-60 owed to Edwards, were rapidly paid off. As Annex 4A shows, two-

thirds of the initial costs came from debt, though a Ã20 Conference grant was also paid. 

In 1771 the Conference Minutes record a further Connexional grant to chapel funds of 

Ã11.11s.6d.351 Conference also decided to recommend that societies collect a penny a week 

towards Connexional chapel debt. In 1771-1772 the Chatham society collected Ã10.14s.9d., 

which was handed over to Brames by the preacher James Clough.352 Over the next two 

months, the total reached exactly Ã12.0s.0d., which suggests that the Chatham society had 

some fifty-five members. Further Conference grants were paid in 1772 (Ã30.15s.0d.), 1773 

(Ã120), and 1774 (Ã10).353 

                                                           
349 Daniel was a shipwright at HM Naval Dockyard, Chatham; his younger brother Abraham (1742-1812) was 

apprenticed to him in 1757. See (1816). óA Memoir of the Life, & c. of Mr. Abraham Brames, late of Brompton, 

in  Kent.ô Methodist Magazine, XXXIX, 201-210 

350 On the usury laws see Roseveare, H. (1991). The Financial Revolution 1660-1760. London, Longman, 70; 

and Temin, P. and H.-J. Voth (2013). Prometheus Shackled. Goldsmith banks and England's financial 

revolution after 1700. Oxford, Oxford University Press, 74-75. A higher rate - 6 per cent - could be paid in 

Ireland and the West Indies: see Campbell, S. (1933). óThe economic and social effect of the usury laws in the 

eighteenth century.ô Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, Fourth Series, XVI, 197-210, at 198. For a 

general discussion of usury see Geisst, C. R. (2013). Beggar Thy Neighbor: a history of usury and debt. 

Philadelphia, PN, University of Pennsylvania Press 

351 Works, Minutes, 400 

352 Entry for 18 July 1771, Medway Archives and Local Studies Centre, Brompton Chapel Account Book. 

Cloughôs station in Kent was recorded in the Conference Minutes  - Works, Minutes, 396 

353 Works, Minutes, 411, 421, 432 
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Servicing the mortgage - requiring Ã15 a year - proved straightforward; in 1771 income was 

some Ã46, comprising Ã11 in chapel collections, Ã15 from selling gallery tickets,354 Ã8 in 

gifts, and Ã12 from the Yearly Collection.355 From at least 1778, perhaps following 

construction of the preachersô house, a cellar was rented out for Ã6.14s.0d., as was the chapel 

itself on occasion. Chapel running costs were shared with the society, and the amounts 

falling to the chapel trustees to pay were modest; there was frequent expenditure on repairs 

and maintenance, but the only regular item was the 8s.0d. annual insurance premium. 

Early in 1775 the chapel trustees borrowed Ã100 at 5 per cent interest from Abraham Brames 

to build a preachersô house.356 Then in 1785 Robert Hider bought out Daniel Bramesô 

mortgage, which was by then down to Ã130, or around 20 per cent of total equity. This again 

left the Chatham chapel finances in a sound state, and was part of the context of the decision 

to construct a new chapel at nearby Brompton in 1788. 

  

                                                           
354 ie. tickets sold to reserve places in the chapel gallery  

355 This was presumably a contribution to chapel costs from the circuitôs Yearly Collection, reflecting the 

Conference decision of 1769 that such funds should be used first to relieve local need, with any remainder then 

remitted to the centre. See Works, Minutes, 375 

356 It was apparently unusual for stewards to lend money to chapels. On 12 December 1779 Wesley wrote to 

Brames: óMy dear brother, - In the late Conference it was agreed that one steward (at least) in every Society 

should be changed. And when I lately heard it was not yet done, I wrote to every Assistant on the head. I heard 

no objection to you; and in your case there is something peculiar, because of the debt lying upon the house. Do 

all the good you can! Work your work betimes; and in due time He will give you a full reward!ô  Wesley wrote 

again on 16 January 1780: óYou have done exceeding well in setting that little collection on foot. I trust it will 

be productive of much good.ô Telford, Letters VI, 363-364, 374  
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Case study 2: Brompton chapel 1788357 

This was a more ambitious project, costing some Ã998, of which the land and legal costs 

came to Ã68.  As at December 1789, subscriptions and collections totalled only Ã104 (10 per 

cent of the costs): most of the finance came from three loans of some Ã300 each, apparently 

from three society members - Abraham Brames, John Lee, and Robert Hider - who had 

helped to finance Chatham chapel. Though construction was approved by the Conference in 

1788, no Connexional financial support is recorded,358 though Wesley himself offered Ã6 to 

relieve the chapel debt in 1790.359 

Comparison of the Brompton chapel and local (Rochester) society accounts suggests that 

heating, lighting, chapel keeping and minor maintenance were paid for by the society.360 In 

1788 payments included one of Ã0.4s.11d. óTo Mr. Stidolph for Glaziers work done to the 

Chapel and house.ô  

In 1789 the annual debt service costs were about Ã45, but annual chapel income was over 

Ã60, comprising seat rents of around Ã40; rent for two tenements of Ã10.16s.0d.; and 

Quarterly Collections totalling some Ã12 a year.361 In 1790, income (at around Ã77) 

comfortably exceeded expenditure (Ã53), and the trustees regularly ran a small cash surplus. 

In 1789 Ã5 was transferred to óye. building accountô; and in 1793, when there was Ã49 cash 

in hand, Ã40 was lent to neighbouring Sheerness chapel, at 5 per cent interest. 

                                                           
357 Confirmed by Myles, 432.  Construction of the chapel was approved by the 1788 Conference - one of twenty-

one new chapels approved.  See Works, Minutes, 665. In summer 1788 the Kent circuit had reported 530 

members - Works, Minutes, 657  

358 Works, Minutes, 665 

359 Letter of 15 August 1790 to William Mears - Telford, Letters VIII, 233  

360 Medway Archives and Local Studies Centre, Brompton Chapel Account Book and Rochester Society 

Accompt Book 

361 These are data for the first two quarters, annualised 
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Seat rents grew to about Ã60 a year by 1800. It is unclear whether this 50 per cent increase 

over the decade was due to higher prices, more seats sold, or a change of mix. The accounts 

imply that around 300 seats were rented out, and annual income from non-members was 

some Ã25.   

However, it proved hard to reduce the debt: in 1799 it was still almost Ã700, which would 

put annual interest costs at Ã35. 1800 was a particularly difficult year, in which the chapel 

incurred a small deficit: major maintenance undertaken in the fourth quarter pushed overall 

expenditure to an exceptional Ã84. 

Case study 3: Glasgow 1786-1787 

The development of the Glasgow chapel in the 1780s exemplifies the sometimes intimate 

relationship between the fund-raising and construction processes. When the local society 

initiated the project it had Ã74.2s.6d. on deposit in the bank (some 9 per cent of the final 

cost). The foundation stone was laid on 10 October 1786, and the chapel was opened on 27 

May 1787; a ósession houseô was added in 1788. There was a carefully managed process 

involving raising cash, a series of loans, and a steady flow of expenditure, but the society 

always kept at least Ã50 in the bank.362  

As Annex 4B shows, the project attracted cash from rich and poor; from preachers, members 

and supporters; and from far and wide, including the Bristol, Sheffield and Leeds circuits. 

In October-November 1786, for example, it received some Ã23 in gifts and collections: the 

largest gift (Ã5.5s.0d.) came from Todmorden; a collection in Glasgow raised over Ã3; and 

the smallest gift was 2s.6d.; only around a third of the capital came from debt finance.363  

                                                           
362 University of London, School of Oriental and African Studies, Wesleyan Methodist Missionary Society 

(London) Archive, Special Series - Biographical, South Seas Papers - J. Thomas, H-2723, Box 653(8B), nos. 

1812-1813, Glasgow Chapel Account Book. Wesley did not like the design, because it had óexactly the look 

of a Presbyterian meeting-houseô - Entry for 16 May 1788, Works, Journal VII, 84 

363 School of Oriental and African Studies, Glasgow Chapel Account Book, 7 
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Summary case studies 1739-1800 

A review of the finances of approaching thirty Wesleyan Methodist buildings shows that 

although the mix of cash donations with debt finance was shared by almost all, there was 

significant variation in the funding arrangements (see Annex 4C) as well in the overall 

project costs (see Annex 4D). Costs ranged from around Ã100 to Ã6,000, with an average of 

some Ã1,100: but the survival rate for documentation of the larger urban chapels undoubtedly 

exceeds that for the numerous smaller rural chapels, such that a more reasonable broad 

estimate of average chapel capital costs over the period could well be less than half that 

figure, of which typically half was debt financed.364 The following sections examine in more 

detail the various sources of capital used. 

Donations in cash and kind 
Some small chapels were built by members and supporters, on occasion - as for example at 

Barnard Castle in 1764-1765 - using locally quarried freestone.365 Even substantial buildings 

might use donated labour: in 1764 the roof of the Heptonstall octagon chapel, which had 

been constructed in Rotherham because it was beyond the capabilities of the local builder, 

was transported to the site and erected with the help of society members;366 in 1770 the 

ceiling of Chatham chapel was installed by members;367 and as late as 1786, Wesley reported 

that Sheerness chapel had been built with the use of unpaid local labour: 

The preaching-house here is now finished, but by means never heard of. The building 
was undertaken a few months since by a little handful of men without any probable 
means of finishing it. But God so moved the hearts of the people in the dock that 

                                                           
364 Estimates of average Wesleyan Methodist chapel costs are also considered in the next chapter 

365 Steele, A. (1857). History of Methodism in Barnard Castle and the Principal Places in the Dales Circuit. 

London, George Vickers, 71-72 

366 Little, C. D. (1946). óEarly Methodist Octagons.ô PWHS XXV (6), 81-86, at 82 

367 (1816), Bramesôs óMemoirô 
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even those who did not pretend to any religion - carpenters, shipwrights, labourers - 
ran up, at all their vacant hours, and worked with all their might without any pay!368 

Such self-help was by then unusual; and there were growing numbers of architect designed 

and professionally built large urban chapels, financed by cash gifts and debt.         

In most societies, as already discussed, most members were of modest means, but chapel 

projects typically began with small cash contributions from local members and supporters, 

as in 1751 when the fourteen members of the Rossendale society in Lancashire, all relatively 

poor, decided to build a chapel, and the initial contribution of 6d. came from a member.369 

Similarly, when the Barnard Castle society decided in 1764 to build, each member was 

expected to contribute at least 1s.0d.370 In other cases early major donations were secured, 

as in Cork in 1752, described in Wesleyôs Journal: 

We reached Cork. Sun. 24. In the evening I proposed to the society the building a 
preaching-house. The next day ten persons subscribed an hundred pounds; another 
hundred was subscribed in three or four days, and a piece of ground taken. I saw a 
double providence now in our not sailing last week.371 

Bramley chapel in Yorkshire began with a February 1777 Ã20 subscription from a local 

member, a farmer named George Beecroft, well known to the Wesleys, as a Victorian 

Methodist historian recorded:     

The two Wesleys, J. Fletcher, Geo. Whitfield, and many more of the best men of 
those days were entertained under Mr. Beecroftôs roof, and preached in one of his 
rooms, so that the house which stood on Beecroftôs Hill was usually called the 
ñPilgrim’s Inn.ò372 

                                                           
368 Entry for 3 October 1786, Works, Journal VI, 420. Myles dates the chapel at 1781, but it may be that 

construction on this basis was prolonged - Myles, 432 

369 Jessop, W. (1880). An Account of Methodism in Rossendale and the Neighbourhood.... Manchester and 

London, Tubbs, Brook, and Chrystal; Simpkin, Marshall, and Company, 85-86 

370 Steele, A. (1857), History of Methodism, 71-72 

371 Entry for 23 September 1752, Works, Journal III, 439-440. The chapel appears on Mylesôs list under the 

date 1752 - Myles, 443. In 1756 Wesley reported that it had cost Ã400 - entry for 12 May 1756, Works, Journal 

IV, 54    

372 Hill, J. (1859). Memorials of Methodism in Bramley. Bramley, J. Dawson 
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The biggest gift - Ã140, or almost half the costs - came from a local Wesleyan businessman, 

William Field.373 

Increasingly often from the 1760s, extensive fund-raising campaigns amongst members and 

sympathisers were organised, and chapels raised cash from tens - if not hundreds - of donors, 

with individual gifts typically ranging from a few pence to several guineas or more. The 

1777 subscription book for Bramley chapel, for example, includes more than 400 names.374 

Wesleyan preachers were actively involved in chapel fund-raising. Some sermon notes by 

Murlin, probably dating from the 1760s, root an appeal for funds directly in Scripture: 

Sermon 8 - óSeek ye first the Kingdom of Godô, Matt. 6:33. Produce some reasons 
why we should seek the Kingdom of God first - 1. It is Christôs command - 2. our 
time is short, a span, a shadow, a vapour, there is but a step between me and death - 
3. It is of the greatest value, durable riches and honour - 4. We can never be happy 
without the Kingdom of God but - 5. Must be miserable to all Eternity - 6. All other 
things shall be added: money for the preaching house.375 

 
In 1777 Rowell, then at Yarm in Yorkshire, raised some Ã800 for a new chapel from twenty-

eight donors, the smallest gift being Ã5 and the largest Ã300.376 Bradburn began his itinerant 

career with two fund-raising trips to London. In 1775 he commented, after the second visit: 

Having been successful in collecting money towards the Wigan preaching house, our 
friends at Northwich would needs have me go to London again, to assist them. I 

                                                           
373 Myles gives 1785 and 1802 as dates for chapels in Bramley - Myles, 438. The 1785 chapel may have been 

the one which James Everett recorded as being financed by a local businessman, Matthew Waterhouse, in 

gratitude to God when a bad debt was unexpectedly paid off. MARC, Early Preachersô Letters, vol. 2, 340 

374 West Yorkshire Archives Service, WYL1225/2/2, Bramley Preaching House Subscription Book 

375 MARC, Diaries Collection, AN1977/265: John Murlin: (WM) (1722-1799) Journal/sermon notes (1754-

1787), 16 

376 Durham County Archives, Rowell Memorandum Books, vol. 3, records on page 46 twelve donations each 

of Ã5; page 52 lists sixteen further donations ranging from Ã10 to Ã300, with a given total of Ã769 - but the 

sums quoted actually total Ã749 
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yielded to importunity against my own judgement. I feared it was a wrong time; and 
the event has proved it soé. I never will go on such an errand any more.377   

Often preachers filled financing gaps personally, by borrowing money or standing surety, as 

Hopper recalled: 

In the year 1765 we laid the foundation of our Octagon at Edinburgh. I met with 
much opposition and many discouragements. But the Lord was on my side and 
helped me. I collected all I could, gave all I could spare, and borrowed above three 
hundred pounds to carry on and complete that building.  

In 1774 there were still debts of Ã120 on the building. When in 1777 it needed repairs, the 

preacher Alexander McNab became bound for the sum of Ã500, and was given special 

permission to travel the kingdom to raise the money.378 However, such practices came to be 

discouraged, and in 1786 the Dublin Conference banned the Irish preachers from raising 

money personally for chapels in this way.379 

Over time, the proliferation of fund-raising campaigns became problematic, as rival chapel 

projects competed for money within their home circuit and often well beyond. Fund-raising 

committees vied for the attention of Wesley and other Connexional leaders to support and 

enhance their own efforts. Thus the 1776 Bolton chapel subscription book opens with an 

appeal from Hopper, and the first subscription recorded was Ã10 from Wesley, followed by 

five guineas from Hopper himself. Ã219.18s.9d. was collected by the end of the year.380   

When in 1776 fund-raising for the new City Road Chapel began, the Conference authorised 

a national campaign to raise the estimated Ã6,000 required, and suspended the normal Yearly 

                                                           
377 Entry for January 1775, MARC, Bradburn Journal 

378 Batty, M. (2010). Scotland's Methodists. She is citing Jackson I, 213; and Atmore, C. (1801). The Methodist 

Memorial. Bristol, Printed by Richard Edwards, 293-294 

379 Works, Minutes, 982, Q.22 

380 MARC, Conference Collection, AN1977/199-200: Conference: (WM) Account of proceedings etc., 2 vols. 

(1776-1811). Manuscript compiled by Charles Atmore. Bolton Chapel Subscription Book  
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Collection.381 In April 1777 Wesley set out on a fund-raising tour, accompanied by Joseph 

Bradford.382 Bradford later recalled that they raised Ã50 through a public collection in 

Liverpool, and Ã300-Ã400 at Bristol.383 But in general Conference saw its role as restraining 

appeals for funds for chapels, and the trend was towards greater responsibility being retained 

at local and (from 1793) district level.384 

One hostile critic described in 1766 how Wesleyan Methodism was mutating from an 

informal collection of local societies served by penurious wandering preachers to a chapel-

based membership organisation with a variety of defined income streams: 

What can we conclude when we hear a man, or a number of men declare, that want 
no money, ask no money, need no money? and yet, before a month pass, ask a very 
small matter for a tent, a little collection for four walls and a roof, then regular 
collections, pennies a-week and tickets, and I know not what a-quarter!385 

John Fletcher, a close associate of the Wesleys, also criticised Methodistsô ópalaces with 

collected half-pence.ô386  

There were however others sources of capital: benefactions, Connexional grants, and - above 

all - debt.        

 
  

                                                           
381 Works, Minutes, 470 

382 Martin, J. H. (1946). John Wesley's London Chapels. London, Epworth Press. 32; Works, Minutes I, 428, 

including f.n.503 

383 Entry for May 1808, Duke I, Crowther, J. (c.1805), óLife and Travelsô, vol. 2, reporting a speech in which 

Bradford reminisced about his travels with Wesley 

384 This is discussed in more detail in the following chapter 

385 Martin, S. (1766). A Few Thoughts and Matters of Fact Concerning Methodism. Edinburgh, Sold by W. 

Gray, 4 

386 Letter of 24 August 1773 from John Fletcher to Charles Wesley. Forsaith, P. (ed.). Unexampled Labours, 

311-313, at 313; though Forsaith suggests that the criticism was prompted by the building activities of 

Calvinistic rather than Wesleyan Methodists    
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Lay benefactors 

The Connexion enjoyed the financial support of many landowners, sometimes with personal 

connections to Wesley, such as Henry Eden of Broad Marston (then in Gloucestershire). 

Wesley stayed with him when in the vicinity, a chapel was built at nearby Pebworth, and 

when Eden died in 1781 he left Ã300 for the use of local Wesleyans.387 Some chapels were 

funded wholly or largely by lay patrons, who might be sympathisers rather than society 

members. In Athlone in Ireland, a local magistrate named Simpson built and paid for a chapel 

in his own garden, and was commended in Wesleyôs Journal: 

This house was built and given, with the ground on which it stands, by a single 
gentleman.  In Cork one person, Mr. Thomas Jones, gave between three and four 
hundred pounds towards the preaching-house.  Towards that in Dublin Mr. Lunell 
gave four hundred.  I know no such benefactors among the Methodists in England.388  

 
At Kinsale in Ireland, Charles Wesley noted that a ófriendly Quakerô offered land for a 

chapel,389 and the sites at Grimsby (1757)390 and Cleethorpes (1802)391 (both in Lincolnshire) 

were also donated. Sutcliffe, describing the arrival of Wesleyan Methodism in Burslem, 

Staffordshire, in 1758, claimed that the local society, then meeting in a cottage, was soon 

joined by: 

                                                           
387 Cox, B. G. (1982). Chapels and Meeting Houses in the Vale of Evesham. Evesham, Vale of Evesham 

Historical Society. On Wesleyôs wealthy friends, see Rodell, J. (2003), ó"The best house"ô   

388 Works, Journal XXII, 270 

389 Jackson, T. (ed.) (1849). The Journal of Charles Wesley. London, Wesleyan Methodist Book Room.Vol. 2, 

175 

390 Lester, G. (1890). Grimsby Methodism and the Wesleys in Lincolnshire. London, Wesleyan-Methodist 

Book Room, 41 

391 Baker, F. (1953). The Story of Cleethorpes and the Contribution of Methodism. Cleethorpes, Trinity 

Methodist Church 
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John Robinson, who in ye. space of eight years afterwards, built a chapel within his 
own pottery by subscription. This in twenty years proving far too small, a new chapel 
was built in 1781, and greatly enlarged in ye. year 1816.392  

One nineteenth century local historian credited lay patrons with the chapels at Gateshead 

Low Fell (William Bell, 1754) and Byker (George Johnson, early 1770s);393 and Wolston 

chapel, near Rugby (1795), was funded by Sir Egerton Leigh, an evangelical landowner who 

became first an Independent and then a Baptist minister.394 Mount Pleasant chapel in 

Whitehaven, which was built in 1789 by a local businessman as an Anglican church, was 

made available to the local Wesleyan society when the bishop was persuaded not to 

consecrate it by the lay impropriator of a neighbouring parish. As the preacher John Barritt 

noted in his journal: 

....the bishop refused to consecrate it, and Mr. Howgarth got it licenced and I opened 
it at his request, and it has continued for the use of the Methodists ever since....395         

But the evidence suggests that, while not rare, chapels financed in this way were untypical. 

Chapel debt 

The eighteenth century economy was based on local financial networks, in which personal 

reputation and social and religious connections were crucially important. As Hudson 

explains, the eighteenth century market for capital and credit: 

 ....was a social market based largely upon face-to-face relationships, personal 
knowledge, reputation, esteem and trust, all of which were aided by conventions and 

                                                           
392 MARC, Sutcliffe, J., History, II, 504-505. Robinson eventually gifted the chapel to a trust. Myles dates the 

Burslem chapels at 1768 and 1800 - Myles, 437 

393 MARC, Early Preachersô Letters, vol. 2, 230 

394 Harris, M. J. (2003). John Wesley and Methodism in Coventry: the first century. Coventry, Historical 

Association, Coventry Branch, 11-12. Other examples include Raithby Hall, built by the wealthy Robert Carr 

Brackenbury - see Leach, T. R. (1993), Earthly Paradise 

395 Entry for 1789, MARC, Diaries Collection, AN1977/208: John Barritt (WM) (1756-1841), 

Journal/autobiography (1786-1841)  
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common understandings and by accepted, often ritualised, modes of self-
presentation, hospitality and communication.396 

It was therefore not surprising that Wesleyan chapel projects needing capital turned to debt. 

In the wider economy loan capital for urban building development usually came from local 

tradespeople, lawyers, other professionals, and people of leisure, as Chalklin observes: 

It is generally accepted that there was more than sufficient capital in the community 
to meet the needs of the growing investment of the eighteenth century.... Savings 
were accumulating as a result of the expansion of inland and overseas trade, of higher 
productivity in agriculture and the development of the dependent processing 
industries, and in some branches of manufacturing industry.397 

Clark confirms this assessment, noting that the British government raised substantial funds 

in the period without apparently crowding out private investment. There was only a 

rudimentary national capital market (see Annex 4E). Government stock was a safe option, 

and typically yielded around 4 per cent.398 Canals offered investment opportunities in some 

areas, especially in the 1790s, but over the 1755-1815 period annual investment in canals 

was relatively modest, at some Ã280,000.399 Small landed properties outside town were 

another option, but they were not often available and the returns were low. A third possibility 

was to take a direct stake in some business. Returns here could be high: at least 10 per cent 

                                                           
396 Hudson, P. (2004). óIndustrial organisation and structureô, in Floud, R. and P. Johnson (eds.). Cambridge 

Economic History of Modern Britain. Vol. 1, Industrialisation, 1700-1860, 53 

397 Chalklin, C. W. (1974). The Provincial Towns of Georgian England.  A study of the building process. 

London, Edward Arnold, 60 

398 3 per cents yielded under 4 per cent between 1763 and 1777, around 4 per cent for most years between 1787 

and 1794.  Ashton, T. S. (1959). Economic Fluctuations in England 1700-1800. Oxford, Clarendon Press, 187 

399 Ward, J. R. (1974). The Finance of Canal Building in Eighteenth-century England. London, Oxford 

University Press.  óBetween 1755 and 1815 about Ã17,000,000 were raised by undertakings for the construction 

of canals and the improvement of rivers.ô (page 73)  
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in manufacturing, and often 15-20 per cent or more.400 In ports, trading ventures could be 

even more profitable, but they were also riskier, and the capital outlay required was often in 

the thousands.   

For many of the wealthier urban inhabitants and farmers, lending money on mortgage was 

highly attractive, offering a higher yield than Government stock; a low risk of losing their 

capital, since there was a market in both mortgages401 and in the underlying properties;402 

regular income; no direct responsibility for managing the property; and local investments, at 

a time when most financial relationships were local or, at most, regional.403 

In the specific case of Wesleyan Methodist chapels, the equity cushion provided by the initial 

cash contributions, the possibility of seat rents to cover interest charges, the backstop offered 

by Connexional funds (national, regional or local), and the esteem accruing to such good 

works, were additional attractions of such investments for the ómiddling sortô, those with 

Ã100 or more of capital to spare. They were encouraged by Wesleyôs repeated message that 

riches were not necessarily an embarrassment but at least potentially a social good, in the 

distribution of which members and óhearersô were a priority: 

If you desire to be a faithful and a wise steward, out of that portion of your Lord's 
goods which he has for the present lodged in your hands, but with the right of 

                                                           
400 In the 1760s Joseph Massie argued that tradesmen typically sought returns of some 15 per cent on invested 

capital, but of course that entailed much higher risk. Massie, J. (1761?). To the Printer of the Gazetteer. London 

(?), ESTC #T099541 

401 As noted above, in 1785 the original mortgage on the 1770 Chatham chapel was sold on 

402 For example, the 1764 Nottingham octagon chapel was sold in 1783 to the General Baptists - see Stell, C. 

F. (1986). An Inventory of Nonconformist Chapels and Meeting-Houses in Central England. London, HMSO, 

for Royal Commission on the Historical Monuments of England, 161-162. In Somerset, as noted above, 

Hillfarrance chapel was sold in 1793 and reverted to domestic use 

403 Chalklin, C. W. (1974), Provincial Towns, 159-162.  On canal investment see also Habbakuk, H. J. and P. 

Deane (1963). óThe Take-off in Britainô, in Rostow, W. W. (ed.). The Economics of Take-off into Sustained 

Growth. London, Macmillan  
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resuming whenever it pleases him, First, provide things needful for yourself - food 
to eat, raiment to put on, whatever nature moderately requires for preserving the body 
in health and strength. Secondly, provide these for your wife, your children, your 
servants, or any others who pertain to your household. If when this is done there be 
an overplus left, then ódo good to them that are of the household of faith.ô If there be 
an overplus still, óas you have opportunity, do good unto all men.ô404  

Wesleyans recognised the dual benefits - spiritual and temporal - of investing in Connexional 

property: in February 1767 Mather suggested that one supporter (who had apparently been 

given oversight of a legacy from his brother intended to help finance the work of the local 

circuit) invest the money in property, and specifically in providing a house for the preachers: 

As to what is left by Mr. Holdené. I think the most Regularly [sic] way of applying 
it for the present would be in ye. Annual rent for the House wherein the Preachers 
lives. And if Mr. Wm. Holden were so disposed as to sink it, I think I would advise 
to do it in the purchasing of that, or some other Convenient House for the same 
purpose. Taking proper care to whom & upon what trusts conveyed.405   

Such people provided loans for Wesleyan chapels and often served as trustees. Even where 

the providers of funds were Wesleyan members or sympathisers, the arrangements were 

often commercial in character.406 At Darlington in 1778 the main contractor, George Brown, 

lent the society Ã105 at some 5 per cent; he was a local preacher and society steward.407 In 

the 1780s George Robinson, the general steward at Horncastle in Lincolnshire, lent Ã20 at 5 

per cent for a building at Boston, and at least Ã12 for one at Alford.408 The surviving 1786 

                                                           
404 Sermon 50 on óThe use of moneyô. Works, Sermons II, 277. Outler dates the sermon at 1760 

405 Letter of 20 February 1767 from Alexander Mather to William Orpe. Duke I, CO6, Alexander Mather 

Correspondence 

406 As discussed in the following chapter, the Connexional leadership recognised that competitive interest rates 

had to be offered in order to secure debt finance for chapels  

407 Jackson, G. (1850). Wesleyan Methodism in the Darlington Circuit.... Darlington, Printed and sold by J. 

Manley, 20-22 

408 Entry for Midsummer 1783, Duke I, Horncastle Circuit Stewardôs Quarter Book, It is not clear which 

buildings were involved: Myles dates the Boston chapel at 1792, and the Alford chapel at 1804 - Myles, 433-

434 
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accounts for Ashton-under-Lyne chapel show that total debt stood at Ã230, and annual 

interest was Ã11.10s.0d - again a rate of 5 per cent.409  

Sometimes loans came from local people who had other or broader allegiances. Rackôs 

analysis of the trustees of the Manchester chapel which opened in 1751 concludes, for 

example, that they embodied ódiverse and vacillating allegiancesô.410 In 1785, as already 

noted, Norwich chapel was apparently being financed by someone who was unsympathetic 

if not hostile to the cause.411 But even where the lender was a member or sympathiser, the 

fundamental problem was that loan finance placed continued Wesleyan use of a chapel at 

risk. A solution was, however, at hand, as discussed below. 

Other sources of capital 

On occasion simple debt finance was insufficient. Some chapels, including City Road, were 

partially funded by annuities, through which returns in excess of 5 per cent could be paid. 

Wesley himself bought Ã300 of annuities, jointly with Atlay, in 1783.412 In 1789 the chapel 

was refinanced through Ã2,000 raised in bonds from John Allen, Olivers, and Atlay (the 

latter two being Wesleyan preachers).413 In the 1790s, perhaps as a result of a shortage of 

capital arising from the war with France, some chapel promoters apparently went further, 

and offered tontines, annuities with survivorship benefits which were akin to participation 

in a lottery. These were banned by Conference in 1800, because of the risk that the last 

surviving participant annuitant might become sole proprietor of the chapel, thus jeopardising 

                                                           
409 Rose, E. A. (1967). Methodism in Ashton-under-Lyne. Ashton-under-Lyne, published by the author, 24 

410 Rack, H. D. (1998). óBetween church and sect: the origins of Methodism in Manchester.ô Bulletin of the 

John Rylands University Library 80 (1), 65-88 

411 See previous chapter 

412 MARC, London Society Account Book. No detail of their purpose is given 

413 Martin, J. H. (1946), London Chapels, 39 
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Conference control.414 Overall, therefore, it seems likely that the use of such financial 

instruments was relatively rare. 

Connexional grants 

In the 1760s and 1770s, as explored in the next chapter, central grants were made to many 

chapel projects, but as the financial burden of supporting itinerant preaching continued to 

grow, the Connexional leadership became progressively less willing to grant aid chapel 

construction, instead urging societies to fund such projects from local resources.415 Many 

chose to do so by adopting the widespread Anglican practice of selling or more often renting 

out seats in chapel.  

Debt servicing and seat rents 

As noted, annual debt servicing costs were typically 5 per cent of loan value, and societies - 

especially when the loans were commercial in character - needed a secure and stable income 

stream to cover them. The weekly contributions from the classes were largely spent on 

preaching, and were in any case highly variable.416 The obvious solution was the sale or rent 

of reserved seating in chapels.  

Seat rents were levied at St. Peterôs (óBoggart Houseô) Chapel in Leeds as early as 1767,417 

and at Chatham in 1770;418 there may be earlier examples.419 They were paid by the more 

                                                           
414 Minutes II, 57, Q.23, A.2: óLet no chapels be built on the Tontine plan; that is, when the persons concerned 

in building them design to make them their own property, and turn them to their temporal advantage.ô 

415 This is discussed in more detail in the following chapter 

416 On which see chapter six 

417 West Yorkshire Archives Service, Leeds, WYL490/66, St. Peter's ('Boggart House') Chapel Pew Rent Book, 

(1767-1772) 

418 Medway Archives and Local Studies Centre, Brompton Chapel Account Book 

419 John Bennet, who left the Connexion and opened a Congregational chapel in the 1750s, was financing his 

operation partly from seat rents as early as 1755. Duke I, Vols. 25,  Bennet Papers, Warburton Church Record 

(1754-1758)    
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prosperous members and hearers in order to guarantee them a place, which was often in the 

gallery. The society based at Manor Alley Chapel, Hull, rented out seats in the ósinging pewô, 

gallery and óin the centre of the preaching houseô, and in total these yielded 30 per cent of 

its income in 1787.420 In the first quarter of 1788, rent from gallery tickets, priced between 

1s.0d. and 3s.0d., generated 29 per cent of the Colchester societyôs income;421 and in the 

same year, 55 per cent of the income of the Yeadon society in Yorkshire.422 In the 1790s, 

one subscriber paid 1s.0d. a year for a gallery seat in St Just chapel in Cornwall, and another 

2s.6d.423 

The new chapel at Craddock Street, Mossley, Lancashire, opening in 1788, was partly 

funded by selling seats. Each subscriber of one guinea became the óproprietorô of one seat, 

though there was also a service charge; seats could be let out or sold on.424 The 1780 Norfolk 

Street Chapel, Sheffield, relied on seat rents to pay off its debts,425 though a nineteenth 

century observer noted that: 

....it is a large and commodious place of worship, capable of seating about 1,300 
people, and contains a large proportion of free sittings, a mode of accommodating 
the poor, of which Methodism may be justly proud, having herein set an example 
which has been worthily followed by other religious denominations who are anxious 
that to the poor the Gospel should be preached.426 

                                                           
420 MARC, AN1991/007, MA5979, ref. DDX29: Financial accounts: (WM) Hull, Manor Alley Chapel (1770-

1788) 
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By the early 1780s, seat rents were routinely charged in Wesleyan chapels of sufficient size, 

as the following comment in a 1782 letter from Bardsley to a Sheffield layman reveals: 

It rejoices my heart to hear of your congregations being so good, and the seats letting 
so well.427 

Seat rents were also useful because they drew in finance from the wider community of 

hearers. Wesley was however, uneasy about them, and insisted that there should be no 

reserved seating at the Foundery, which was furnished with forms rather than pews.428 When 

Londonôs City Road Chapel opened in 1778, large numbers of people paid for seats, though 

the seating was unreserved. When the trustees sought to change this practice in 1788, Wesley 

again vetoed reserved seating either at the City Road or West Street chapels.429 The practice 

must have jarred with the ideals and practices of the first generation of Wesleyans: as late as 

1802, the trustees of Redruth chapel in Cornwall split over a proposal to build side galleries 

and rent out seats, a dispute settled by drawing lots.430 But in time, Wesley came to accept 

it, noting in 1788 of Haslingden chapel in Lancashire: 

A gentleman, no way connected with us, has built us a neat preaching-house here, 
desiring only three per cent for what he has laid out (about eight hundred pounds), 
provided the seats [let?] for so much, of which there is little doubt.431 
 

Trustees did their best to maintain a high proportion of ófree seatsô, but the danger was that 

the social stratification typical of contemporary society was replicated within the Wesleyan 
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and its Associations. London, George J. Stevenson, 77  

430 Note of the 4 October 1802 meeting of the trustees. Cornwall Record Office, MRT/68, Accounts, Poor 

Stewards, Redruth Chapel, (1795-1821) 

431 Entry for 22 April 1788, Works, Journal VII, 78. Myles, incidentally, dates Haslingden chapel at 1798 - 

Myles, 432  
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chapel. However, some preachers saw advantages in this, as one explained to a colleague in 

1790: 

I make no doubt but the letting of seats in the gallery [will] be a means of inducing 
some of the better sort to come [to] hear the word, as we know that it is by no means 
agreeable for decent and dirty people to be all blended together.432    

By 1807, one commentator estimated annual seat rent income at almost Ã29,000, or 4s.0d. 

per member.433  

A typical chapel financing package 

Most of the cost of building a chapel comprised materials and wages: land probably 

constituted only 10-15 per cent of the total.434 Both land prices and construction costs varied 

hugely, leading to a wide range of overall chapel costs. Let us, for example, assume that a 

society had forty members, and that its projected new chapel cost Ã400.  Such a chapel might 

perhaps seat 200 people: the fragmentary evidence suggests that chapel seating capacity 

could well be four to five times the membership roll.   

The membership might well be able to raise Ã4-Ã5 a head in cash gifts; and at average rents 

of 2s.0d. per seat per year, and assuming that half the seating was free, a 200 seat chapel 

could yield Ã10 of rental income, sufficient to service a debt of up to Ã200.435  Other income 

sources would include chapel collections, and (in due course) rental income from the chapel 

or associated property. The estimates at Annex 4F suggest that even a small Wesleyan 

                                                           
432 Letter of 3 November 1790 from John Pawson to Charles Atmore - Bowmer, J. C. and J. A. Vickers (eds.). 

(1995), Pawson Letters, Vol. 1 , 93-94 

433 Nightingale, J. (1807). A Portraiture of Methodism: being an impartial view of the rise, progress, doctrines, 

discipline, and manners of the Wesleyan Methodists.  In a series of letters, addressed to a lady. London, 

Longman, Hurst, Rees and Orme.  Letter XLIII, 467-468. The issue is discussed in more detail later in this 

chapter 

434 Chalklin, C. W. (1974), Provincial Towns. Based on the discussion of house-building economics, 57 

435 Yeadon in Yorkshire fits the model. In 1788 it had around fifty members, debts of some Ã170, and seat rent 

income of almost Ã20 
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society could afford a chapel sufficiently large to accommodate its members and hearers and 

provide a base for local evangelism. 

Chapel design 

A key factor influencing the cost of chapels was their design. As Dolbey has commented: 

In all the vicissitudes of Methodism and the variety of its buildings the primacy of 
the preached Word is indicated by the importance and, for most of its history, the 
centrality of its pulpits. The simple structure and plain decoration of its churches 
emphasize that the function of its buildings is to provide shelter for those who gather 
primarily to hear the will of God expounded by His appointed preachers.436 

The detailed design rules on chapels adopted in 1780 gave priority to the need for economy, 

cautioning (presciently): 

Let all preaching-houses be built plain and decent, but not more expensive than is 
absolutely unavoidable. Otherwise the necessity of raising money will make rich men 
necessary to us. But if so, we must be dependent upon them, yea, and governed by 
them. And then farewell to the Methodist discipline, if not doctrine too.437  

Nonetheless, some urban Wesleyan chapels were both large and ornate. Indeed, from around 

1780, the proportion of large urban chapels grew, reflecting both population trends and the 

uneven distribution of Anglican provision.438  The 1790 Conference recognised this trend, 

and recommended the Ã6,000 City Road Chapel as the model for all large chapels: 

4.  Every preaching-house equal to or less than the Bath house is to be built in the 
same form without and within. 
5.  Every house larger than the Bath house is to be built on the plan of the New Chapel 
in London, both within and without.439 

External commentators criticised the development, one commenting in 1791: 

There are a vast number of good Houses, built throughout the Kingdom, for the 
religious Worship of these people, and these not in the meanest form. Pride and 
Ambition peep out here, under all the disguise of Sanctity and pretended lowliness 
of mind. These Houses are not without their Ornaments, and some of them in a 
Superior style.440  

                                                           
436 Dolbey, G. W. (1964), Architectural Expression, 19 

437 Works, Minutes, óLarge Minutes 1780-1789ô, 930-931, Q.65   

438 Dolbey, G. W. (1964), Architectural Expression, 83 
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An extensive review of primary and secondary sources suggests that typical costs of 

Wesleyan chapels increased from perhaps some Ã200 in the 1750s to Ã1,000 or more in the 

1790s (Annex 4G). This had wide-ranging ramifications. As the comparison between 

Chatham and Brompton chapels suggests, it probably increased local trusteesô reliance on 

long-term debt, which in turn underscored the value of seat rent income and of watertight 

legal arrangements.  

Ownership and legal issues 

The development of a national network of Wesleyan chapels posed a range of legal 

problems, and some had financial implications. One was their status within the framework 

of the laws on religious observance; the other was ownership. Vesting chapels in trusts 

ensured that the Connexion had ownership claims distinct from - and indeed over-riding - 

the interests of those who funded their construction.441 At times this prevented the loss of a 

chapel to the Connexion when its finances failed. For example, in 1779 a new chapel was 

opened at Keyford in Somerset.  However, the person entrusted with the funds raised became 

insolvent and fled, leaving most bills for the chapelôs construction unpaid. The creditors laid 

claim to the chapel and advertised it for sale. Wesley wrote to them and explained that the 

chapel did not belong to their debtor but to the Connexion as a whole. The local society was 

able to occupy the chapel, though given the financial problems it was not completed for 

several years and, meantime, was used without either ceiling or permanent floor.442  

                                                           
441 Waters, D. (2007). óThe trust: continual evolution of a centuries-old idea.ô Journal of International Trust 

and Corporate Planning 14 (4), 207-256, at 212-213.  ó[From this] in the second half of the seventeenth century 

flowed acceptance of the idea that the trusteeôs personal obligations to his own creditors, heirs and family 

claimants do not involve the trust property, the benefit of which is in the beneficiary.ô 

442 Tuck, S. (1837). Wesleyan Methodism in Frome, Somersetshire. London, Printed and sold by S. Tuck, 50-

51  
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Though the leadership encouraged trustees to use its ómodel deedô,443 the varying terms of 

Wesleyan chapel trusts caused prolonged difficulties within the Connexion. 1768 saw a 

proposal that all chapel deeds be stored centrally, and 1770 the suggestion that all chapels 

be vested in a single national trust.444 Neither proposal was implemented, and the occasional 

use of non-standard deeds continued. Perhaps the most striking example was the flagship 

City Road Chapel; after Wesleyôs death, the majority of trustees fought Conference in 

prolonged litigation; a settlement was reached only in 1795.445  

Underpinning these legal problems was another highly significant development, the 

emergence of a new and powerful category of Wesleyan official - the chapel trustee. Trustees 

were always members of some society, not necessarily the local one, and were usually men 

of substance, responsible not only for the financing and maintenance of the chapel, but also, 

as we have seen, for continued Connexional control over its use.  

Chapel income, maintenance and operating costs 

These were typically shared between the chapel trustees, who were responsible legally and 

financially for the chapel, and the stewards of the local Wesleyan society.446 They included 

wages for cleaners and watchmen and associated costs; and, especially if seat rents were 

payable, door and gate keepers to control admission - from 1778 the City Road Chapel 

employed four door-keepers at Ã4 a year.447 Provision of heating and lighting was also 

essential: thus in 1791 Hyndford Aitken, a servant at Glasgow chapel, earning Ã5 a year, 

                                                           
443 See Works, Minutes, óLarge Minutes 1753-1763ô, 868-870 

444 Works, Minutes, 309, 357 (especially f.n.190), 388. These developments are explored more fully in the next 

chapter   

445 Perkins, E. B. (1952), Methodist Preaching Houses and the Law. London, Epworth Press: Wesley Historical 

Society Lecture no.18, 54-55 

446 The role of stewards is discussed in chapter six 

447 Martin, J. H. (1946), London Chapels, 35 



124 
 

received an additional 3s.6d for ócleaning the globes and branches.ô448 The deployment of 

such staff first received Conference recognition in 1768, with the ruling: 

Let all the servants in our preaching-houses go to church on Sunday morning at 
least.449 
 

One 1791 estimate put heating, lighting and cleaning costs at Ã30 per chapel per year, which 

would place annual expenditure in the region of Ã30,000 by 1800.450 However, in the late 

1780s Glasgow chapel, alongside Ã5 in wages, was paying annually Ã4.1s.0d. in ground rent, 

and Ã1.4s.6d. in insurance, together with coal, candles and other costs;451 in 1800 such 

running costs totalled Ã27 for the Brompton chapel in Kent.452 In 1790 the non-wage running 

costs at City Road were Ã57.6s.6d., and in 1799 Ã100.13s.10d., though these may well have 

been the highest such costs in the entire Connexion. A reasonable estimate for 1800 total 

spend on chapel running costs would therefore be some Ã12,000, equivalent to about 25 per 

cent of the target total annual Wesleyan income from class and ticket money combined.453 

The controversies of the 1790s 

On Wesleyôs death in March 1791 the many tensions with which he had grappled made 

themselves evident. One such dispute, originating in Bristol, pitched chapel trustees against 

the preachers (especially the preachers in Conference) in a battle for control of the chapels. 

During the 1794 Conference, delegates elected by various disaffected chapel trustees met 

and presented an Address in which they asserted the absolute right of trustees to decide 

                                                           
448 Entries for 8 August 1788 and 18 August 1791, School of Oriental and African Studies, Glasgow Chapel 

Account Book, op. cit. 

449 Works, Minutes, 365, Q.12 (ii) 

450 (1791), Review of Methodist Policy, 45 
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453 In 1800 there were 109,961 members in the British Isles - Minutes II, 54. Each was expected to pay a penny 

a week and a shilling a quarter in dues, a total target yield of some Ã46,000. In practice, as chapter six discusses, 

income from these sources was less than this 



125 
 

whether or not the sacraments should be administered in a chapel.454 There was some 

resentment amongst the preachers at the growing influence of chapel trustees, as the 

following óexplanationô of their role from the official Arminian Magazine of 1796 shows: 

The other office among us, namely, that of the Trustees, is a legal concern. As 
Trustees of the Chapel, they have no authority at all to interfere either with the 
spiritual or temporal concerns of the people. The first belongs to the Preachers and 
Leaders: The second to the Preachers and Stewards.455  

Another strand of controversy concerned the overall governance of the Connexion, in which 

lay members sought to overturn what some such as Kilham saw as a clerical monopoly of 

power. The Plan of Pacification of 1795 and the Form of Discipline of 1797 embodied a new 

and sophisticated balance of power in which no one interest was dominant.456 

Though these disputes were not overtly about resources, they had a financial dimension. 

Thus when Kilham created the breakaway New Connexion, the loss of chapels to his 

movement prompted the Connexion to replace them. In 1798 a national campaign was 

organised to raise funds for new chapels at Nottingham and Huddersfield.457 The former, 

opened by Coke on 2 December 1798, cost Ã2,572.6s.2d., of which Ã539.1s.5d. came from 

local societies and Ã1,030.13s.1d. from other societies across England and from preachers, 

though Ã918.10s.2d. in debt was also necessary.458     

Conclusions 

The creation by 1800 of a national network of some 960 Wesleyan Methodist chapels was 

unplanned. Chapels were built or acquired by local societies primarily in order to house 

preaching services, but in time Wesleyans increasingly sought - and were willing to pay for 

                                                           
454 See, for example, the account in the 1888 Handbook, Part 2 

455 Alexander, D. (1796). óReasons for Methodismô. AM XIX, Letter III, 317, footnote. Officially, however, as 

discussed in the next chapter, Conference had decided in 1794 to strip preachers of their financial role  

456 Bowmer, J. C. (1975). Pastor and People. London, Epworth Press., 35, 61 

457 Minutes I, 432-433 

458 Harwood, G. H. (1859), Methodism in Nottingham, 65-69 
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- a broader range of services from their preachers and chapels. Currie et al. have described 

early Methodism as: 

é.one of the most striking examples of a conscious attempt to induce a demand for 
church membership by the supply of religious facilities.459 

Chapels therefore enabled Wesleyanism to move - though not without pain - from offering 

opportunities of supplementary Christian fellowship and nurture for Anglican adherents, to 

providing a comprehensive denominational alternative home.  

Wesleyan chapels were affordable, even for a small local society whose members were of 

modest means, and a key reason for this was the use of debt finance. Chapel loans, 

particularly where there were seat rents, were highly attractive investments, drawing in 

significant capital investment not only from wealthier Wesleyan members and sympathisers 

but also from disinterested or even hostile investors. But the increase in the average costs of 

chapels combined with the growth in their overall numbers drove up the level of risk facing 

the Connexion in the later eighteenth century and triggered complex changes in the 

movementôs structure and dynamics, as the following chapter explains. 
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Chapter 5. THE CONNEXIONAL FINANCING OF WESLEYAN CHAPELS 

Introduction 

The construction of chapels led directly to the financial crisis which confronted Wesleyan 

Methodism in the late 1760s, leading to significant - though in part clandestine - changes in 

its governance. Thereafter, although the Connexion broadly succeeded both in providing 

adequate accommodation for its burgeoning membership and supporters, and in keeping the 

costs of the chapel estate affordable, this was achieved at a price, not least an increasing 

dependence on those with money, which became starkly manifest when Wesley died. 

By 1800, some 960 chapels had been opened, throughout the British Isles. 40 per cent of 

these were in just two English regions, those of greatest membership strength: the South 

West, and Yorkshire and Humberside - see Annex 5A. The general pattern, as Annex 5B 

shows, was of expansion, reflecting the growth in Connexional membership and also in the 

numbers of hearers. However the pace of construction was far from regular.   

The first generation of Wesleyan chapels: 1739-1765 

In addition to the three regional hubs in London, Bristol, Newcastle, a small number of 

Wesleyan chapels opened in the 1740s. Myles lists only four, namely those at St. Just and 

St. Ives in Cornwall (both 1743); Kingswood, near Bristol (1746); and Birstal in Yorkshire 

(1747). However, Wesley began renting two London chapels, at West Street and 

Snowsfields, in 1743;460 and there may be other early examples. By 1743 Wesleyôs personal 

debts on the three regional hubs, together with the school at Kingswood near Bristol, totalled 

some Ã650.461 In 1748 he raised a further Ã230 in subscriptions and donations to extend the 

                                                           
460 Martin, J. H. (1946), London Chapels, 48, 50; see also Smith, A. (2007). óJohn Wesley's Octagonal 

Preaching-House at Crosby Row in the area of Snowsfields in Southwark.ô London Society Journal (454) 
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461  Works, Appeals, óEarnest Appeal to Men of Reason and Religionô, para 92 , 85-86 
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New Room at Bristol.462 But the financial demands of the nascent building programme soon 

outstripped Wesleyôs personal resources.  

The first expression of concern about Connexional debt - though chapels were not mentioned 

- came at the Newcastle Conference in 1749. Quarterly circuit meetings had recently been 

introduced, and now circuit stewards were asked to inquire at these meetings about the nature 

and extent of any society debt, and to report to the centre in London.463 As yet, chapels did 

not loom large in the life of Wesleyôs movement, but a chapel construction and acquisition 

programme now began, and continued in the 1750s and early 1760s.  

The chapel funding crisis of the 1760s 

In 1766 nineteen chapels opened in a single year, bringing the national total to ninety-eight, 

representing one chapel for every 255 members.464 One outcome was an accumulation of 

debt. The Conference had first discussed this in 1763, when the Large Minutes suggested 

that debt was approaching Ã4,000. Four chapels - Halifax (which Myles dates from 1754) 

and Leeds (1757 in Myles) in Yorkshire, Manchester (probably 1750), and Liverpool were 

instanced as having accumulated debts totalling about Ã1,250. The debt was not however yet 

seen as critical: in 1763 Wesley commented: 

This the societies to whom those houses belong are by no means able to pay.  But the 
whole body of Methodists joining together can do so without inconvenience.465 

The main means used to address the problem was to raise money from the membership which 

was distributed to local societies as cash grants, the first - totalling Ã578 - being paid in 1765. 

                                                           
462 Tyerman, L. (1870-1871), Wesley, Vol. 2, 1-2. This included a contribution from his friend and financial 
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463 Works, Minutes, 231-232  
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By 1766 the debt had almost tripled to Ã11,383, an increase of some Ã180 for each chapel 

opened in this period: this total represented around Ã112 per chapel, or about 9s.0d. per 

member. The Conference now expressed grave concern ï ówe shall be utterly ruined if we 

go on like thisô466 - and took four steps to bring the debt down. First, it urged local societies 

not to start any new chapel projects until two-thirds of the money had been raised, and this 

was initially effective: there were relatively few chapel openings in the late 1760s. Second, 

Conference suspended the payment of any further central grants towards chapel construction 

until the debt had been reduced to Ã3,000 - about 2s.6d. per member. Thirdly, a committee 

of leading laymen was established to manage the accumulated debt, which became known 

as the London Committee.467 And fourth, the Conference asked itinerant preachers to seek 

higher contributions towards the Yearly Collection, supported by an energetic and successful 

fund-raising campaign led by Wesley himself.468 In December 1767 he wrote to one 

preacher, seeking help in targeting the wealthier members and supporters: 

We judge it will be to the glory of God to make a push without delay toward the 
payment of the General Debt. Send me a list (to London) by the next post of ten, 
twenty, or more of the most able persons whom you can recollect in your circuit. I 
will first write to each of them myself. The rest (when you have the plan) I must 
leave to you. Let much prayer be made concerning this.469 
 

But the campaign was comprehensive in its ambition, seeking to eliminate all outstanding 

chapel debt through soliciting funds from the poor as well as the rich. In January 1768 

Wesley urged another preacher: 

Now, up and be doing! Lose not a day. I desire you (1) exhort our wealthy members 
to act generously and make a push once for all; (2) encourage the middling ones to 
subscribe more or less according to the plan; (3) receive two mites from the willing 
poor; (4) take an exact account of the debts which lie upon the houses in your circuit; 

                                                           
466 Minutes I, 57 

467 See Works, Minutes, Introduction, 44-47; and MARC, Sutcliffe, History, II, 675-681: the Committee is 
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468 Works, Minutes, 322, Q.12, A.2 

469 Letter of 2 December 1767 to Robert Costerdine. Telford, Letters V, 68 
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(5) before the 20th of next month send me an exact account both of the debts and of 
the money subscribed, which is to be paid at the spring visitation of the classes.470 
 

The short-term financial crisis soon eased: by the mid 1770s, the debt had been greatly 

reduced, and conceivably eliminated, though at the price of sustained effort by Wesley and 

the preachers, which the evidence suggests was resented as a diversion from their core 

mission. 

In parallel, the London Committee established itself as a: 

é.strong committee of gentlemen, which produced a new era of discipline in 
London.471 

It began to review the overall scale of the debt, probably focusing on loans guaranteed 

personally by Wesley or other preachers: this at least seems to be the process implied in 

these comments by Wesley in an April 1768 letter to one preacher: 

If the debt of Colne house were given at Leeds Conference, it will be taken in of 
course. If it were not, I will lay Mr. Shawôs paper before the ensuing Conference.472 

According to its secretary, Thomas Day, the London Committee continued to operate 

throughout Wesleyôs life, holding quarterly meetings and an annual review of the debt 

position until it met last on 30 January 1792.473 Relations with Wesley were not always 

harmonious. In late 1767, the Committee expressed concern about the future control of the 

chapels after his death, an intervention which he did not welcome. In a letter to him of 5 

February 1768, the Committee defended its role, and suggested: 
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é.uniting the society (the whole connexion) in one bodyé. ye. preaching houses 
ought to be ye. property of the society, considered as one body; and secured to it 
previously to the payment of the above debté.it is not possible to do this any other 
way than by vesting them in ye. hands of a general or united trust, consisting of 
persons selected from various parts of ye. kingdom.474  
 

The Committee suggested that the most pressing debts might be cleared by selling annuities 

which, though they could be expensive, would at least eventually extinguish the debt. 

These proposals were discussed by the Conference on various occasions: in 1768 it 

considered a proposal to store all chapel trust deeds in London;475 and the idea of a general 

trust was debated in 1770.476 However, they were never implemented, perhaps because, as 

Sutcliffe noted, they required a group of people to take responsibility for some ómillionsô of 

debt.477 Indeed the Conference moved broadly in the opposite direction, progressively 

shifting financial responsibility for chapels to local circuits, and after Wesleyôs death to the 

newly-established districts, albeit within a framework of national regulation.  

In 1769 Conference decided that in future the proceeds of the Yearly Collection should be 

used first locally to pay down chapel debt, with any remainder then remitted to the centre. 

This was a key policy decision, representing a clear shift in the balance of responsibility for 

the funding of chapels from the Connexional centre to circuits and local societies. It probably 

contributed to the surge in building activity in the following year, when thirty-five chapels 

were reportedly built, bringing national total to 153. This was almost twice the previous 

                                                           
474 MARC, Sutcliffe, J., History, II, 679 

475 Works, Minutes, 357, Q.15 
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record, and suggested considerable pent-up demand.478 This is confirmed by the reduction 

in the ratio of members to chapels, from an average of 254 in 1767 to 192 in 1770.  

The exceptional number of new chapels in 1770 stimulated a strong response from 

Conference, including the imposition of a complete freeze on new chapel construction unless 

it was fully funded locally:  

Let no new house be built; no addition or alteration made in any old one, unless the 
proposers thereof can and will defray the whole expense of it without lessening their 
Yearly Subscription.479  

But whether a strategic decision or simply a response to events, the new strategy of devolving 

responsibility for the funding of chapels, within a framework of national controls overseen 

by the London Committee, significantly reduced the financial risks faced centrally by the 

Connexion, and indeed the published Connexional accounts do not record overall national 

chapel debt after 1771. 

It is also noteworthy that the Committee realised that in order to attract debt finance, 

Wesleyan chapel trustees would need to offer commercially competitive interest rates. In 

their February 1768 riposte to Wesley they outlined how chapels would need to be financed 

pending implementation of their planned general trust: 

é.while things remain upon this present foundation, much of this debt may be 
considered as a deposit for securing the houses to ye. use for which they were built; 
and in this view, would be a benefit to the creditors, by securing them more interest 
than they could acquire in other funds.480   
 

The 1770s and 1780s 

In the early 1770s the Connexion made a further concerted effort to reduce chapel debt, 

which seems to have been brought quickly under control. One expedient was the 1771 
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Conference decision to seek a penny a week from every Wesleyan member: this raised some 

Ã3,000, though this was less than half the sum which might have been expected,481 and 

perhaps in consequence the 1772 Conference launched a new nationwide chapel collection, 

presumably to garner financial support from the many non-members amongst local 

congregations.482 In late 1772 Wesley had noted in a fund-raising circular to óVarious 

Friendsô that the outstanding chapel debt was still some Ã3,000;483 in 1773 it is possible that 

only a single chapel was built. By this stage, he was wearying of the constant fund-raising 

effort, but in February 1773 he told Hopper that he would make another effort to seek funds 

from the wealthier members and supporters: 

I agreed last year (though contrary to my judgement) that we would have no more 
weekly subscriptions.  I purposed likewise in my own mind to concern myself with 
the debt no more. But upon reflection it seemed to me that there was one way still - 
namely, not to apply to the poor at all (though I would not reject any that offered), 
but to take the burthen upon myself and try my personal interest with the rich.484    
  

In the aftermath of these fund-raising efforts, chapel construction resumed at a steady pace. 

A 1775 requirement for new chapels to receive Conference approval was however not fully 

effective, though some of these new chapels may have been replacements for existing 

buildings (see Annex 5C). 

Meanwhile, local fund-raising seems to have restrained chapel debt and, in a key decision, 

the 1779 Conference agreed that the Yearly Collection would no longer be used to pay down 

debt: 

                                                           
481 For the 1771 decision see Works, Minutes, 401, Q.12. In 1771 there were a reported 31,022 members in the 
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483 Letter of 12 December 1772 from John Wesley to óVarious Friends.ô Telford, Letters VI, 4 
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(1) Let every circuit bear its own burden, and not lean upon the Conference. (2) Tell 
everyone expressly, óWe do not make a subscription for paying debts.ô485   
 

The wording is not entirely clear, but in practice, no Connexional grants were paid to reduce 

local chapel debt until 1788, and only occasional modest payments were made thereafter. 

Instead, central financial support focused on itinerant preaching.486 

Overall, around twelve chapels a year opened in the 1770s, leading to a total estate of some 

258 chapels, or one for every 265 members, in 1779.  

The 1780s began with apparently the highest-ever annual total of chapels being built: fifty-

four, partly, perhaps, reflecting pent-up demand following the concentration on funding the 

costly City Road Chapel in London in the previous few years.487 This of itself probably more 

than doubled the national total of chapel debt. While subsequent years saw less activity, the 

number of chapels still doubled, to over 500, though this merely kept pace with the growth 

in membership: the average number of members per chapel changed little after 1780. 

The 1780 refinancing of Bath chapel showed that the payment of high rates of interest on 

chapel debt was explicitly endorsed by the Connexional hierarchy.488 As already noted, the 

1775 Conference had banned chapel construction without its permission;489 in 1777 Bath 

was one of four projects approved.490 Wesley opened the New King Street chapel on 11 

March 1779, but construction proved too much for the local society of some 150 members, 

leaving it with debts of over Ã1,100.  

                                                           
485 Works, Minutes, 493, Q.18, A(1)-(2) 

486 See chapter six 

487 Though once more óage-heapingô may be affecting the Myles data 

488 The following account is based on that in Bates, E. R. (1983). óWesleyôs Property Deed for Bathô. PWHS 

XLIV (ii), September 1983, 25-35 

489 Works, Minutes, 448, Q.22 

490 Works, Minutes, 472, Q.21 
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The refinancing was organised by Wesley and embodied in a 1780 deed.491 Eleven trustees 

were appointed, each of whom loaned the chapel Ã100 at 5 per cent interest.  The trustees 

included both Wesley and Coke, William Simpson (headmaster of Kingswood), and other 

local supporters, not all of whom were wealthy. Though the chapel was sometimes unable 

to pay interest due,492 the arrangement worked: indeed, as already discussed, Wesley 

regarded the building as the model for any chapel seating 400 people or fewer.493   

This frank acceptance of the need to pay competitive rates of interest on chapel debts 

underpinned the apparent ready availability of debt finance for the expanding chapel 

network, a network financed probably as much by investors as by benefactors.494  

But concern over chapel debts persisted. In 1783 - after three years in which some ninety 

new chapels had opened - the Conference addressed the issue in these terms: 

Q.22. Has not the needless multiplying of preaching-houses been a great evil? A. So 
it appears.495 
 

Debt was rising again, not only because of chapel construction and acquisition, but because 

the Connexion was less engaged centrally in efforts to fund chapels, as Wesley observed in 

July 1784: 

We do not now make any yearly collection for the payment of debts. All our public 
debts would have been paid long before now had the Methodists been merciful after 
their power.496 
 

                                                           
491 National Archives, PRO C54: 6591, 21 Geo. III i 19, Deed of Settlement of 23 November 1780 

492 Wesley commented on this in his 28 January 1790 letter to Adam Clarke (Telford, Letters VIII, 198). His 

personal accounts record some of the interest payments which he received, such as Ã5.0s.0d. in July 1786 - 

MARC, AN1977/461, John Wesleyôs Personal Accounts 

493 See previous chapter 

494 See previous chapter 

495 Works, Minutes, 541 

496 Letter of 3 July 1784, probably to Alexander Barry. Telford, Letters VII, 224  
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The other major concern was the competition between local chapel projects for funds, which 

led to measures to control chapel construction. In the 1780s, successive Conferences enacted 

regulations - repeated presumably because they were initially ineffective - to limit fund-

raising for new chapels, as in 1782, 1783, and 1786.497         

The 1790s 

Substantial chapel construction continued throughout the decade, though again only in line 

with the growth in membership. By 1800, as already noted, there were some 960 chapels 

across the British Isles, one for every 116 members. The result was a further period of 

financial pressure, during which various expedients were tried. A Connexional committee 

was also established to give oversight to the programme nationally, though Sutcliffe claimed 

that this had little impact: 

A building committee was also nominated; but of feeble power; for when men have 
money, and land, & credit, they are apt to disregard committees; till beset with 
poverty and obliged to utter their humble petitions for aid.498 
 

There was now also explicit recognition that lay stewards and trustees, and not preachers, 

took the lead on financial matters: in 1793 financial responsibility for chapels was formally 

devolved to the new districts, which brought together neighbouring circuits, and in 1794 

preachers were relieved of their financial responsibilities, which were now vested in society 

and circuit stewards and chapel trustees.499  

The Conference retained an interest, however, and the leadership was sensitive to the 

accusation that large urban chapels were being built through the imprudent use of debt. In a 

1798 open letter to Wesleyan societies issued as part of the national campaign to replace the 

chapels at Huddersfield and Nottingham which had been lost to the New Connexion, Pawson 

                                                           
497 Works, Minutes, 528, Q.20. A(1) and (2); 541, Q.23; 614, Qs.21-23. The controls were intended not simply 

to restrict fund-raising but also to ensure that chapels were established with formal legal ties to the Connexion 

498 MARC, Sutcliffe, J., History, III, 1197 

499 Discussed further in chapter ten. This change seems to have been controversial - see previous chapter 
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and Mather described how the 2,000 seat Nottingham chapel had been funded, but added, 

somewhat defensively: 

But this debt was no burthen to any, or the community, as five hundred pounds were 
on a mortgage, and the rest was on bonds given by some of the trustees, and several 
members of the society, who still remain with the Conference; and the income was 
such as fully provided for all demands, and allowed a surplus annually, towards 
reducing the principal.500 
 

The drivers of the chapel construction and acquisition programme 

What determined the scale, timing and geography of the chapel construction and acquisition 

programme? Four possible drivers are considered below: they may well have operated in 

combination. One possibility is that chapels were built primarily to serve the membership. 

Another is that the impetus was primarily evangelistic, in which case the chapel construction 

and acquisition programme could be expected to track demographic change. Thirdly, the 

programme might have reflected the availability of finance, or the state of the overall 

economy. And finally, since Wesleyanism was distinguished by its national organisation, 

the programme might have reflected some conscious strategic intent. 

(i) Chapels and the increase in Wesleyan membership 

Probert has observed that in Cornwall in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries: 

It is probably safe to say that the majority of chapels were built as the result of a 
revival.  The sudden declines after the revivals meant that often a society was left 
with a chapel built for a peak of a revival; or even a peak hoped for but not 
obtained.501 
 

The aggregate data - see Annex 5D - suggest that this may have been true across the British 

Isles. Though religious revivals were complex phenomena with distinctive local 

characteristics, comparison of the published annual membership returns for the British Isles 

with records of chapel openings offers some support for the suggestion that periods of 

                                                           
500 Harwood, G. H. (1859), Methodism in Nottingham, 65. He is citing óA brief state of the case of our brethren 

in Nottinghamô, issued by Pawson and Mather in 1798. See also Minutes I, 422-423, Minutes II, 21 

501 Probert, J. C. C. (1971). The Sociology of Cornish Methodism to the Present Day. Occasional Publication 

no.17. Redruth, Cornish Methodist Historical Association, 36 
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intensive chapel construction and acquisition followed, with a lag of one to two years, 

periods of exceptional membership growth; but given the doubts over the chapel data, the 

case is unproven, and the direction of causation unclear.  

Wesleyan Methodist membership growth was not of course uniform across the British Isles. 

For example, in England, it was fastest in the 1767-1790 period in the North West, and the 

West and East Midlands. In absolute terms, the increases were highest in the established 

strongholds of Yorkshire and Humberside, and the South West; and in the North West. There 

are limitations in using data simply on the numbers of chapels, since their size was not 

standard, but in broad terms the data - summarised at Annex 5E - suggest that the density of 

chapel provision for members typically tripled over the period, except in the North West and 

West Midlands, the regions with the highest membership growth rates, which saw little 

change.  

Here, it seems possible that the movement struggled to accommodate the rapidly growing 

membership. In the North West, fifty-five chapels were opened to house the 9,100 new 

members, an average of 1:165; in the West Midlands, there were twenty-three new chapels 

for 2,800 new members, an average of 1:122. Nationally, the average ratio was 1:80. The 

extent to which these variations reflect differences in chapel size is, of course, unknown.  

(ii) Wesleyan chapels and population growth 

Chapels housed preaching, and preaching was not confined to the converted. One might 

therefore expect to see some relationship between chapel provision and overall population 

growth, although the scale of chapel capacity in relation to the total population was modest. 

In this period there was both an increase in the national population and also significant shifts 

in its geographical distribution; the British economy was expanding, and also changing in 

many different ways. Population and living standards were rising, and there was rapid urban 

growth in key industrial areas and some ports.   
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One key trend was the increasing number of industrial villages; another the growth of major 

urban centres. The growth in economic activity was concentrated in areas such as the West 

Riding of Yorkshire (Bradford, Halifax, Huddersfield, and Wakefield), and Lancashire, 

centred around Manchester - the latterôs population growing for example from 17,000 in 

1758 to 70,000 in 1801;502 the East Midlands textile industry was also expanding, around 

Nottingham and Leicester - the formerôs population rising from some 12,000 around 1750 

to 29,000 in 1801; the metal manufacturing areas also grew fast, especially Birmingham 

(24,000 to 74,000 over this period) and Sheffield (12,000 to 46,000); and some ports also 

saw significant expansion, both in domestic and overseas trade (notably Liverpool - 22,000 

to 83,000). Other areas, such as the textile producing centres of East Anglia, southern 

England and the West Country, changed little or declined (as seen for example in the stability 

of Norwichôs population of about 36,000).503  

Regional population data are available for 1751, 1781, and 1801, but the small number of 

chapels open by 1751 restricts the analysis to the latter two years.504 Over the 1781-1801 

period, population growth in both absolute and relative terms was most marked in the North 

West, London and the South East. As Annex 5F shows, in London and the South East, the 

provision of new chapel accommodation in relation to population growth was in line with 

the national trend; in the North West, it again failed to keep pace. In contrast, the East 

                                                           
502 Arrowsmith, P. (1985). óThe population of Manchester from c.AD79 to 1801.ô Greater Manchester 

Archaeological Journal, Vol. 1, 99-101 

503 Statistics from Wrigley, E. A. (1987). People, Table 7.1, 160. See also Chalklin, C. W. (1974), Provincial 

Towns, 25-54; Gilbert, A. D. (1978), Religion and Society, 114 

504 County population data are given in Deane, P. and W. A. Cole (1962). British Economic Growth 1688-

1959: trends and structure. Cambridge, Cambridge University Press. 203, Table 24 - 1781 data used are from 

series (b) 
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Midlands, an area of only average population growth, saw relatively heavy investment in 

chapels.    

(iii) Wesleyan chapels and the wider economy 

There is no clear evidence of correlation between economic fluctuations and Wesleyan 

investment in chapels.505 The inter-relationships were complex: for example, both 

Wesleyanism and the contemporary economy were agglomerations of local communities, 

and aggregate national trends concealed immense local variation. Again, periods of relative 

prosperity might not inevitably stimulate chapel building, or vice versa: religion sometimes 

flourishes more when times are difficult. But although the chapel data are insufficiently 

robust to support firm conclusions, it is striking that in the economically troubled decade of 

the 1790s, for example, the total number increased by some 80 per cent.         

On the second question of resource availability, the previous chapter noted that loans to 

Wesleyan chapels were attractive opportunities for small-scale local investors, offering 

security and high interest, and all in a good cause - in modern parlance, they were ethical 

investments. We might therefore expect that to an extent the geographical distribution of 

Wesleyan chapels reflected that of wealth.   

Annex 5G compares the density of the Wesleyan chapel network with the strength of the 

local investor community, as measured by the numbers of investors holding Treasury stock 

- data generated by Ward for his study into the financing of eighteenth century canals. The 

number of stockholders can be taken as a broad proxy for the wealth of an area, though 

                                                           
505 On eighteenth century economic fluctuations see Ashton, T. S. (1959), Economic Fluctuations; Hoppit, J. 

(1986). óFinancial Crises in Eighteenth-century England.ô Economic History Review, XXXIX (1) (1986), 39-

58; Hills, S., R. Thomas and N. Dimsdale (2010), óThe UK recessionô; and Broadberry, S. and B. van Leeuwen 

(2010). British Economic Growth and the Business Cycle, 1700-1870: annual estimates. Paper GDP9. 

Warwick, Department of Economics, University of Warwick 
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clearly it also reflects other factors such as the proximity of the area to London and the local 

opportunities for alternative investments.506  

The analysis shows wide variations, reflecting the interplay of numerous factors, including 

the extent of Anglican and Dissenting competition; but overall the density of the Wesleyan 

chapel network is inversely proportional to the wealth of the area: in broad terms, the poorer 

the area, the higher the number of Wesleyan chapels. This analysis thus provides no evidence 

that the availability of resources at local - or at English national - level constrained the 

construction or acquisition of chapels; but in the East Midlands it may have promoted a 

relative over-supply.   

(iv) The Wesleyan movementôs appetite for debt 

The number of Wesleyan members continued to grow apace during this period, increasing 

from 29,406 in 1770 to 109,961 in 1800.507 Field has estimated that overall, in the 1759-

1799 period, 2.2 per cent of occupied English male Methodist members were members of 

the gentry or professions, and a further 9.4 per cent could be classed as merchants, 

manufacturers or retailers.508 While there were for example rich farmers (outside these two 

categories) and poor gentry and professionals (within them), they probably offer a reasonable 

approximation of the size of the population from which those lending money to chapels was 

predominantly drawn.   

If these proportions held for Wesleyan Methodists specifically, for both males and females, 

and across the British Isles, then the numbers of wealthier members who might in principle 

be able to lend money to chapels rose from some 3,500 in 1770 to around 13,000 in 1800. 

As Annex 5H suggests, the relative burden of chapel debt increased steadily throughout the 

                                                           
506 Ward, J. R. (1974), Canal Building, 140-142 

507 Works, Minutes, 385; Minutes II, 52-54 

508 Field, C. D. (1994), óThe social composition of English Methodism to 1830: a membership analysis.ô 

Bulletin of the John Rylands University Library 76 (1) (Spring 1994), 153-178: Table 3, 165 
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period, but even in 1800 - at an estimated Ã19 per wealthier member - it was well within 

their collective capacity. 

(v) Was there a strategy behind the growth of the Wesleyan chapel network? 

The key evidence here comes from the allocation of central funds to support local chapel 

construction and acquisition, data on which are at Annex 5I. Between 1766 and 1800 the 

Conference made specific grants to named circuits or missions totalling some Ã18,000.509 

These were not necessarily tied to the acquisition or construction of new chapels, but the 

wording of the Minutes suggests that many if not most of them were so linked, and around 

half were made within five years of the opening of a local chapel.510 The great majority of 

these grants - totalling Ã15,000 - were made in the six years 1768-1773, when as already 

noted a concerted and largely successful effort was made to pay down chapel debt.   

Analysis of the regional allocation of these grants within England suggests some element of 

redistribution of resources from the areas of exceptional membership strength to the North 

West, East of England, and West Midlands. 

Scrutiny of the largest grants also suggests that there was some strategic intent behind the 

allocations. 29 per cent of the money disbursed was in the form of grants of Ã100 or more. 

Alongside sustained support for the missions to Scotland and Ireland, and for the 

headquarters operation in London, clear priority was given to Norwich, which had had a 

troubled history following the activities of the renegade itinerant preacher James Wheatley, 

and where a chapel - fortified against attack - opened in 1769;511 and to Bradford, the central 

                                                           
509 This excludes the special fund-raising effort in 1798-1799 to replace chapels lost to the New Connexion 

510 The wording of the Conference Minutes is not entirely clear.  Thus in 1768 and subsequent years, there is 

reference to money ócontributed towards the debtô, whereas from 1774 the funds tend to be recorded as 

ócontributed for the yearly expensesô. See Works, Minutes, 356, 432 

511 Virgoe, N. (ed.). (2007). A Season Highly Profitable: the travels of an itinerant methodist preacher in 

Norfolk and Suffolk, 1788-9. East Anglia, Wesley Historical Society, East Anglia Branch, 3; Jolly, C. A. (n.d.). 
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location in Wesleyanismôs Yorkshire stronghold, where an octagon chapel, costing almost 

Ã1,000, opened in 1766.512 

The Scottish efforts at best enjoyed only modest success, but just before he died Wesley took 

satisfaction in the progress made at Norwich: 

In the evening, I preached at Norwich. But the house would in no wise contain the 
congregation. How wonderfully is the tide turned! I am become an honourable man 
at Norwich. God has at length made our enemies to be at peace with us, and scarce 
any but Antinomians open their mouth against us.513    
 

These grants were not the only source of central funds.  Wesley sometimes made personal 

contributions, in the form of grants or loans, which were in effect financed from Book Room 

profits. Thus in September 1785 he wrote to Jasper Winscom, who was building a chapel at 

Winchester, Hampshire: 

I think I can serve you as far as Ã100 will go....You may draw upon John Atlay for 
it, to whom I shall write this morning.514 

And when he heard that the owner of the Wesleyan chapel at Keith in Morayshire planned 

to sell it, he bought the entire property himself, including two houses and three acres of land, 

for Ã16.10s.0d.515 As discussed in chapter three, the Preachersô Fund trustees sometimes lent 

                                                           
The Spreading Flame: the coming of Methodism to Norfolk 1751-1811. Norwich, Methodist Church, East 

Anglia District. Norwich was a long-term preoccupation for Wesley: in his journal for October 1785 he 

reported on one visit - óI returned to Norwich and, in the evening, spoke home to an uncommonly large 

congregation, telling them, ñOf all the people I have seen in the kingdom for between forty and fifty years, you 

have been the most fickle and yet the most stubborn.òô Entry for 22 October 1785, Works, Journal VI, 378 

512 Stamp, W. (1841), Methodism in Bradford , 45-47 

513 Entry for 13 October 1790, Works, Journal VII, 193 

514 Letter of 13 September 1785 to Jasper Winscom. Telford, Letters VII, 23. Myles dates the chapel at 1785 -

Myles, 431. Atlay was the Connexionôs Book Steward in London.  On Winscom see Heitzenrater, R. P. (1998). 

óJohn Wesley and Jasper Winscom on Itinerant Preaching.ô Methodist History, 37 (1) (October 1998), 59-65  

515 Batty, M. (2010), Scotlandôs Methodists, 27 
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money to Wesleyan chapels, and on occasion funds for new chapels were also raised during 

Conference, as for Dewsbury in Yorkshire in 1789.516 

The total costs of chapel construction and acquisition to the Wesleyan Methodist 

Connexion 

These substantial variations in both the costs and the financing arrangements of Wesleyan 

chapels make any attempt to estimate the overall scale of the Connexionôs investment in 

chapels problematic. Some tentative estimates can nonetheless be made. The best 

Connexional data can be found in the published Conference Minutes between 1766 and 

1773. This was a time when Wesley and others were troubled by the financial consequences 

of chapel construction. The total chapel debt for which the Connexion was liable was 

assessed; a major fund-raising effort was launched; and for many years, Conference voted 

grants to circuits to relieve local chapel debt.  

The model at Annex 5J draws on these data. It starts from the fact that in the late 1760s 

average secured chapel debt was some Ã120; and then assumes that this rose in subsequent 

years. The average capital costs of chapels are inflated by 4 per cent a year, reflecting both 

building cost inflation - which was especially high in the wartime conditions of the 1790s - 

and a presumed shift over time to larger urban chapels, as the population as a whole became 

more urbanised.517 

Its most questionable estimates relate to the extent to which local chapel debt was reduced 

each year. The published data imply that there were significant reductions in 1770 and 1771; 

the model assumes that this effort continued in later years, and that the quantum of local 

chapel debt which was repaid grew each year in line with the increase in Connexional 

                                                           
516 Works, Minutes, 704-707. A total of Ã206.6s.0d. was collected  

517 The proportion of the inhabitants of England and Wales living in towns grew from some 19 per cent in 1700 

to over 30 per cent in 1801. Corfield, P. J. (1982). The Impact of English Towns. Oxford, Oxford University 

Press, 1982. Table II, óPercentage of the population of England and Wales living in towns of 2,500 inhabitants 

or more in the eighteenth centuryô, 9 
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membership. The key estimates deriving from the model, which cover the British Isles, are 

below: 

TABLE 2518 
ESTIMATED TOTAL COSTS OF WESLEYAN CHAPEL  

CONSTRUCTION AND ACQUISITION 1770-1800 
Date Number of 

chapels 
Membership Members 

/chapel 
Secured debt 
(estimated) 

Annual interest 
(estimated) 

Interest per 
member 

1770 
1780 
1790 
1800 

146 
304 
612 
958 

29,406 
43,830 
71,463 
109,961 

201 
144 
117 
115 

Ã6,958 actual 
Ã20,000  
Ã100,000  
Ã240,000  

Ã348  
Ã1,000  
Ã5,000  
Ã12,000  

3d. 
5d. 
17d. 
26d. 

 

The estimates on the right hand of this table are subject to a high degree of uncertainty. As 

noted in the previous chapter, evidence from a limited database suggests that, within a wide 

range of costs, the average new-build Wesleyan chapel of the period cost around Ã500, and 

in 1791 one pamphlet estimated the average capital value of Wesleyan chapels as such. Its 

author commented: 

Methodism is one of the severest Taxes, that ever was laid upon the labouring part 
of the people; and of consequence is a pressing Burthen upon Industry. Such a 
number of Religious Houses, some of them very elegant and highly finished; and 
such a number of fixed and travelling Teachers, cannot be supported, without an 
enormous expence. This expence falls almost intirely [sic] upon the labouring part 
of the Community, of which this body chiefly consists. 519 

Perhaps half of this capital cost would typically be found from cash donations and 

subscriptions, from members and hearers, and half from debt, a proportion of which would 

be secured on the premises and thus implicitly guaranteed by the Connexion. But they 

suggest that the Wesleyan chapel construction and acquisition programme in the British Isles 

was financially sustainable.   

The model suggests that the 1780s, in particular, saw striking developments: while the 

Wesleyan chapel estate doubled in size, the total debt quintupled, reflecting in part the 

                                                           
518 These estimates make no allowance for local efforts to reduce chapel debt, cf. those in Annex 5J 

519 (1791), Review of Methodist Policy, 44 
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reduction of grants from the centre. But even in 1800, when total secured debt could have 

been approaching Ã250,000, average debt servicing costs would have still have been only 

some 2s.2d. per member per year, well within the debt ceiling set in 1766.   

In the broader context of national capital formation in the later eighteenth century, the 

Wesleyan chapel investment programme was relatively small: probably under Ã10,000 a 

year, compared with the Ã280,000 invested annually in English canal projects alone.520 It 

was, in short, readily affordable. After reviewing both Anglican and Nonconformist 

construction in the eighteenth century English provinces, Chalklin concluded that: 

....church construction and improvement in the provincial towns of Hanoverian 
England never posed a serious burden on local inhabitants.521  

This also seems true of Wesleyan Methodist chapels across the British Isles.  

Other models of funding for churches and chapels 

Many other contemporary religious organisations ran places of worship and other buildings, 

and this section discusses how some of these approached their financing, looking first at the 

Church of England, and then at the Countess of Huntingdonôs Connexion and at some 

examples within Dissent. 

(i) Anglicanism 

The Anglican church estate was far larger than that of the Wesleyans; in 1801 there were 

some 11,379 Anglican churches and chapels.522 For Anglican churches, the financing of 

building work was largely the responsibility of the vicar, churchwardens, and any lay 

proprietor - who was usually the lord of the manor.523 Every three years - at least in principle 

                                                           
520 Ward, J. R. (1974), Canal Building, 73    

521 Chalklin, C. W., Provincial Towns, 305-306 

522 Gilbert, A. D. (1976), Religion and Society, Table 2.1, 28 

523 This account draws heavily on Friedman, T. (2011). The Eighteenth-century Church in Britain. New Haven, 

CT, and London, Yale University Press; Clarke, B. F. L. (1963). The Building of the Eighteenth-century 

Church. London, S.P.C.K.; and Chalklin, C. W. (1984). óThe financing of church building in the provincial 
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- the church hierarchy arranged a visitation during which the state of church buildings was 

assessed. With the approval of his archbishop, the incumbent could issue a óbriefô which was 

an authorised parish collection; it was also common to levy an annual rate on the 

congregation. Various financial instruments might also be used. Thus in 1776, the parish 

vestry524 at Long Ditton put together a funding package for their proposed new church 

building, which included subscriptions from parishioners, a brief with a target of Ã400, an 

annual church rate of Ã64, and the sale of Ã200 worth of annuities.525 And in 1795, the 

trustees of Hackney parish church advertised in the Gentleman’s Magazine for funds of up 

to Ã5,000 per contributor, offering either Ã100 bonds or annuities.526 Anglican building 

projects also often attracted generous individual benefactions, sometimes from a wide 

geographical area. In some cases, however, the fund-raising process could be prolonged and 

difficult. 

Often building projects were partly financed through the sale of pews, as at St. Jamesôs, 

Whitehaven in 1753, when this raised over Ã3,000,527 or Lincoln in 1778, where those 

subscribing Ã10 towards the new parish church building were allocated a seat, and those 

subscribing Ã5 half a seat.528 This was standard practice in urban areas: 

The ownership or renting of a pew was normal practice among more substantial 
townspeople, partly because it was considered to be a mark of standing in the 
community; a large pew in a prominent position was a symbol of social leadership 
for the wealthiest tradespeople in the town. Further, listening to sermons was a 
popular and fashionable practice among the better educated.529 
 

                                                           
towns of eighteenth-century Englandô in Clark, P. The Transformation of English Provincial Towns 1600-

1800. London, Hutchinson, 284-310 

524 This comprised an occasional meeting of all parishioners entitled to vote by virtue of paying poor rates 

525 Clarke, B. F. L. (1963), Building, 94 

526 Friedman, T. (2011), Eighteenth-century Church , 78, citing the editions of 28 August and 21 December 

527 Chalklin, C. W. (1984), Financing, 292-293 

528 Clarke, B. F. L. (1963), Building, 22 

529 Chalklin, C.W. (1984), Financing, 288 
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The use of debt was also widespread, often secured upon income from the church rates, 

which greatly reduced the risks for the lender. As Chalklin again notes: 

There is no evidence that in normal circumstances loans were difficult to obtain. This 
is understandable in view of the public security offered in the form of local rates. 
Only in the years between 1795 and 1798 is it noticeable that funds were generally 
scarce....530   

While church rates remained the bedrock for Anglican church construction, on occasion 

special powers were obtained through legislation to facilitate the use of complex financing 

packages. Thus a 1737 act for the rebuilding of All Saints Church, Worcester, allowed the 

parish to sell two classes of annuities, one for thirty-two years at a 7 per cent return, and 

another for life offering 8 per cent, both secured by an annual church rate of up to 1s.3d. in 

the pound.531 The government support available to the Established Church was extensive 

and often used.  

There were other potential sources of income. For some churches, musical performances 

proved a lucrative form of fund-raising. The most famous examples were Handelôs events 

to finance completion of the Foundling Hospital, held in its chapel, beginning with a 

performance of Messiah in 1749. A 1750 event to celebrate the installation of the organ 

attracted an audience of 1,000 and grossed Ã728.3s.6d.532 

A quite different financial model for Anglican churches was found in some towns and cities. 

As Jacob has noted, by late seventeenth century, some London churches saw themselves as 

competing with óother sources of attraction and entertainmentô such as theatres. The period 

saw the beginnings of ósermon tastingô in cities and towns with multiple parishes - a breach 

                                                           
530 Chalklin, C. W. (1984), Financing, 295 

531 9 Geo. II c.22 and 11 Geo. II c.5, cited in Chalklin, C. W. (1984), Financing, 294 

532 Friedman, T. (2011), Eighteenth-century Church, 79. Charity sermons and concerts were a common form 

of fund-raising in the period 
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in the principle that people should attend their local church.533 In some urban areas, 

especially where new housing was being built, speculative church building took place. The 

1767 Octagon Chapel in Bath, for example, was a proprietary chapel, built and operated 

commercially. Around the same time the Rev. John Trusler was leasing a new proprietary 

chapel in Bloomsbury which had been built for him as a speculative venture.534  

The evidence suggests that the typical Anglican church was larger and more costly that the 

average Wesleyan chapel. Chalklin quotes costs of at least Ã2,000-Ã3,000 for an urban parish 

church, though the range was extremely wide. Costs rose rapidly in the 1790s as the price of 

building materials was pushed up by war-time conditions. Nonetheless, as the Established 

Church, the Church of England seems in general to have had access to the funds it needed 

for church construction.535 

(ii) Other religious groups      

The first of the Countess of Huntingdonôs chapels opened in Brighton in 1761.536 It was 

funded by a Ã500 loan from her friend Lady Gertrude Hotham. By 1769 three further chapels 

had been opened. From the 1760s she envisaged the financing and oversight of her chapels 

as one of her key contributions to the Evangelical movement. But even when, from the late 

1760s, her Connexion had developed a distinct identity, she saw her role - as did Wesley - 

as supporting but not supplanting local initiative. Her financial aid was sometimes made 

conditional upon adequate local fund-raising.  

                                                           
533 Jacob, W. M. (1996). Lay People and Religion in the Early Eighteenth Century. Cambridge, Cambridge 

University Press, 16 

534 Yale University, Lewis Walpole Library, Ms.71, Trusler Memoirs, fols. 16-17. I owe this reference to 

Professor William Gibson 

535 See Annex 4D for some illustrative costs 

536 This account of the Countess of Huntingdonôs Connexion draws heavily on Harding, A. (2003), Countess, 

and Schlenther, B. S. (1997), Queen 
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As with the Church of England, the range of costs of her chapels was broad. In smaller towns, 

Ã250 seems to have been a typical figure: this was the approximate cost of the chapels built 

in Taunton (1770), Lewes (1774), Dorchester (1775), and West Bromwich (1787). But there 

were also large urban chapels which were much more expensive, such as the 1777 Norwich 

chapel, which cost a reported Ã1,300-Ã1,400. Running costs could be substantial: in 1788 

the Bath chapel, for example, had a budget of Ã300 a year.537 Again as with the Wesleyans, 

her Connexion seems in time to have become reliant on seat rents to help meet its running 

costs, though as Harding observes this was controversial: 

Valuable as ticket sales might be in providing regular financial support for chapels, 
they did imply a restriction on free access to the Gospel which some found 
uncomfortable.538    
      

By 1790 her Connexion listed sixty-four chapels, within twenty-three districts; the Wesleyan 

chapel estate was ten times larger. Their ownership was vested in chapel trusts, but their 

terms were less uniform than in Wesleyanism. In summary, the Countess of Huntingdonôs 

Connexion was smaller-scale than Wesleyôs; it was, however, organised less systematically, 

and even more dependent upon a single individual at its centre. Financially, it was not 

sustainable: in 1791 the Countess died, leaving debts of some Ã3,000, arising mainly from 

her purchase and restoration of Sion chapel.539 

Within Dissent, where neither church rates nor (typically) aristocratic patrons were available, 

the core financing mechanism was the individual subscription. An example is the 

Independent chapel, Huddersfield, which opened on 1 January 1772. The local population 

was probably around 3,000, and the congregation had seventy-four members at the end of 

1772. Total project cost was Ã827.4s.0d., including fixtures and fittings. There were 302 

subscribers, who between them raised Ã500; the remainder was funded by debt. The largest 

                                                           
537 Welch, E. (1995), Spiritual Pilgrim, 195-196 

538 Harding, A. (2003), Countess, 166. See also Schlenther, B. S. (1997), Queen, 126-127 

539 Welch, E. (1995), Spiritual Pilgrim, 190 
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donation was Ã50; the smallest was 1d. Almost half the money - Ã238 - came from donations 

of Ã10 or more.540 

(iii) The geographical scope of fund-raising 

In many cases, those raising funds for churches or chapels ranged well beyond their local 

area in the search for money. Within the Church of England, briefs enabled vestries to seek 

funds well beyond their parish. Thus Friedman notes that a fund-raising campaign for St. 

Philipôs Church, Birmingham drew gifts from London, Sheffield, Bristol, the universities of 

Oxford and Cambridge, and even George I (who gave Ã600).541 Dissenters similarly sought 

funds widely across their co-religionists, especially from their typically wealthier members 

in London. But none of these efforts at pooling resources geographically was as sustained or 

systematic as the Wesleyan capability to marshal resources at the local, regional and national 

levels. In 1786-1787, for example, the Glasgow society received donations towards its new 

chapel from individuals in London, Todmorden (Yorkshire), Colne (Lancashire), and 

Birmingham; from the societies in Edinburgh, Bristol, Sheffield, Chester, Leeds and 

Manchester; and from senior Connexional figures including Wesley and Coke.542            

Conclusions 

Wesleyanism did not achieve a stable understanding of the role of its chapel estate in this 

period. Its deliberations and decisions reflect an acute and unresolved dilemma: proposals 

for new chapels were welcomed as evidence of the vigour of local societies and the success 

of evangelism, but they led to a growing burden of debt, for which the preachers including 

Wesley initially stood guarantee. After a crisis in the late 1760s a new Connexional financial 

infrastructure emerged, involving a measure of decentralisation combined with central 

controls on chapel fund-raising, numbers and design to help manage the risks.  

                                                           
540 Bruce, R. (1872). Centenary Memorial of Highfield Chapel, Huddersfield. Huddersfield, W. H. Woodcock, 
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While the main impulse behind chapel acquisition was local initiative, at times the 

Connexional centre also deployed financial grants in pursuit of various strategic intentions, 

including establishing Wesleyanism in Scotland and in Norwich.  However the movement 

struggled to accommodate its new or potential members in the fast-growing North West of 

England and West Midlands.  

New chapels typically required debt finance, and the leadership recognised that this should 

be offered at competitive interest rates. Even when central funding was cut back, this debt 

capacity facilitated the continued expansion of the chapel network. While this expansion 

enabled Wesleyan Methodism to broaden the range of services which it offered to its 

community of faith, and generated new income streams such as congregational collections 

and burial fees, it also meant that the movement depended increasingly on cash donations, 

loans and seat rents volunteered by its wealthier members and supporters, a development 

which some feared restricted access to Gospel preaching.  

Though it would be an exaggeration to claim that eighteenth century Wesleyans developed 

a national capital market in chapel finance, some of the components were in place from the 

1770s, including a framework for managing the demand for debt, central oversight of capital 

allocation, a Connexional investment fund (albeit small),543 protocols for local fund-raising, 

and standardised documentation. Such developments contributed to the growing complexity 

of Connexional financial management at the local, regional and national level, as the 

following chapter explains.       

   

  

                                                           
543 ie. the Preachersô Fund, which invested in chapels 
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Chapter 6. SOCIETIES, CIRCUITS AND THE CONNEXION 

Introduction 

Those who responded to John Wesleyôs call formed or joined local societies, which provided 

companionship, spiritual support, and practical help in times of sickness and want, and were 

bound by myriad personal, financial and organisational ties to the rest of the Connexion.544 

This chapter discusses financial issues surrounding the organisation and functioning of the 

local manifestation of Wesleyan Methodism in eighteenth century Britain, in societies and 

circuits. These issues are many and complex, and the primary sources incomplete and hard 

to interpret. This is therefore a first review of the field.545  

Certain trends are however evident. First, from its haphazard and informal origins in the late 

1730s, characterised by day-to-day reliance on Providence, the movement developed by 

1800 into a sophisticated organisation staffed by salaried professionals, governed by a code 

of financial practice, and informed by commercial advice from experienced businessmen. 

Second, over time the Connexion became less dependent on membership dues, and more 

reliant on a range of financial contributions from both wealthier members and supporters. 

The former payments were regular, small-scale, and an integral part of Methodist personal 

discipline; the latter were occasional, typically larger, and discretionary. These shifts led to 

multiple fractures in the movementôs cohesiveness when its founder died in 1791.         

The chapter is based mainly on ten sets of local society accounts, and seven of circuit 

accounts (see Annex 6A). The London Societiesô accounts, and those of the City Road 

Chapel society, have also been reviewed, though the presence of both Wesley brothers gave 

                                                           
544 On the relationship between these societies and the older Anglican religious societies see for example Works, 

Minutes, Introduction, 16 and f.n.34 

545 The best treatment of early Wesleyan Methodist organisation, on which this chapter draws, remains Baker, 

F. (1965), óPolityô  
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London Wesleyan finances some quasi-national features; as has other primary and secondary 

material.546  

The scope of society accounts varies, but as Annex 6B explains, four major income streams 

are typically excluded. They invariably record contributions from constituent bands and 

classes on a monthly or quarterly basis, along with other receipts, such as from collections 

or gifts from ófriends.ô However, book sales are not recorded; from 1753, these were 

managed separately.547 Coverage of other major income streams including society 

contributions to the circuit, to national collections, to poor relief, and to chapel finance, is 

also limited.548  

Society records of expenditure mirror the above pattern: they report bills paid by society 

stewards, but typically exclude expenditure handled directly by the preachers or the circuit, 

or by others. The records of the Osmotherley society, which are among the earliest, only 

record cash balances, net of income and expenditure. Circuit financial records tend to be 

simpler than society accounts, given their concentration on the business of itinerant 

preaching. Typically the main source of income recorded is the quarterly ticket money 

received from local societies. Expenditure also tends to follow a set pattern, with entries 

routinely comprising preachersô quarterage, other allowances, household bills, and expenses.  

Using these records is nonetheless problematic. Their coverage is incomplete in terms of 

years, though some records such as those for the London society stretch over decades; the 

configuration of circuits in particular changed over time, with the formation of new circuits 

                                                           
546 For a general discussion of the characteristics of such sources, see the Introduction 

547 See chapters seven and eight. The 1753 Book Room circular is at Duke II, Box 119 c.1, Folder 1; preachers' 

personal records mentioning their Book Room activities include those of Jacob Rowell and James Rogers 

548 Other chapters discuss Wesleyan preaching, chapels, educational activities, poor relief, missions, and the 

Book Room 
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and the subdivision of older ones; other related financial records, such as chapel and poor 

fund accounts, have not survived, and without them neither society nor circuit accounts make 

complete sense; they can be physically difficult to read; and the format and vocabulary is 

sometimes obscure. óTicketsô, for example, can refer to those issued either to society 

members at the quarterly visitation, or to members and others reserving their seats in chapel.    

Preachers and stewards aimed to be accurate in their financial records, and the accounts 

frequently record income and expenditure to the nearest halfpenny or even farthing. But 

there are occasional lapses: thus in August 1786 the Colchester society steward admitted that 

his records were incomplete: 

The preachers, Mr. Shaw and Mr. Bland, have been boarded & washed & servant 
paid, & c., for 7 weeks but how much I donôt know.549 

There are also many examples of missing entries or unexplained imbalances. What can be 

attempted, therefore, is at best a broad comparative analysis of the key components, trends 

and patterns in society, circuit and Connexional financial practice.        

The early years 

Initially, the preaching tours by John Wesley and his growing band of associates were 

financed by his own income as a fellow of Lincoln College, Oxford, and the clerical incomes 

of his ordained colleagues; gifts from well-wishers, often known as ófriendsô; profits from 

the sale of books and pamphlets; and the day-to-day hospitality of the local Wesleyan 

societies. Thus the Osmotherley society accounts record the payment of expenses - typically 

of 1s.0d. - to travelling preachers, though Wesleyôs own visits were more costly: in April 

1752, for example, the society paid him 5s.2d. towards the expenses of his party, which 

included his wife, her daughter, and two preachers.550    

                                                           
549 Entry for 30 August 1786, Essex Record Office, Colchester Chapel Account Book. As noted in chapter two, 

Wesley felt that preachers also often exaggerated in their annual membership returns 

550 Entry for 27-28 April 1752, Osmotherley Society Book, 5 
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In his 1749 Plain Account of the People Called Methodists, Wesley recalled that he was 

personally responsible for some Ã400 a year in weekly class contributions, and Ã300 a year 

in quarterly subscriptions, presumably in respect of the London society.551 It was not 

surprising that he sought help in managing the growing Connexionôs financial affairs. As he 

explained: 

é.it was a burden I was not able to bear. So I chose out first one, then four, and after 
a time seven, as prudent men as I knew, and desired them to take the charge of these 
things upon themselves, that I might have no encumbrance of this kind.552      

Societies and circuits: the key relationships 

It is important first to understand the key elements which constituted what came to be known 

as the óWesleyan polityô. 

Bands and classes were the foundation component of Wesleyan membership. Though seen 

primarily at this period as sources of mutual spiritual support, classes originated in Bristol 

in February 1742 as a fund-raising mechanism. As Wesley noted in his journal: 

Many met together to consult on a proper method for discharging the public debt. 
And it was at length agreed (1) that every member of the society who was able should 
contribute a penny a week; (2) that the whole society should be divided into little 
companies or classes, about twelve in each class; and (3) that one person in each class 
should receive the contribution of the rest and bring it to the stewards weekly.553  
 

A year earlier, membership in local Wesleyan societies began to be formalised through the 

quarterly issue of society tickets by the preachers, and in time a separate contribution - 

nominally 1s.0d. - came to be paid by each member on this occasion.554       

 

                                                           
551 Works, Societies, 272. Wesleyôs estimates imply that the paying membership was then some 1,900 

552 Works, Societies, 273 

553 Entry for 15 February 1742, Works, Journal II, 251 

554 Entry for 24 February 1741, Works, Journal II, 183-184; Heitzenrater, R. P. (1995), Wesley, 123. This was 

a period when, in wider society, admission to events such as concerts by personal invitation was giving way to 

entry for a larger public through tickets - see Goodrich, A., óIntroductionô, in Goodrich, A., M. Goff, J. 
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Societies predated classes and bands. Religious societies were widespread within the Church 

of England from the late seventeenth century, and both John and Charles Wesley sought to 

build up such societies so as to leave behind a permanent local focus for religious renewal 

from their evangelistic tours.555 The societies typically had a permanent lay leadership team 

to maintain operations in between visits from travelling preachers, including lay stewards 

who were responsible for receiving income, paying bills, and keeping the accounts. Non-

Wesleyan societies had similar arrangements; thus in 1744 the Calvinistic Methodist 

tabernacle in London appointed five people: 

é.to collect and tell the mony [sic] always, and that they from time to time survey 
the accounts and settle them.556 

Benjamin Inghamôs societies had a similar structure in the late 1740s, including: 

é.conferences with ye. stewards, to regulate outwards matters, & enquire into the 
state of ye. society.557 

Stewards were mentioned first at the 1746 Conference;558 Wesley recorded the briefing 

which he gave the London society stewards in 1747, which included attending business 

meetings twice a week and presenting monthly accounts;559 and in 1749 he published general 

rules for stewardsô conduct, specifying that their duties included óto keep an exact account 

of all receipts and expenses.ô560 He regarded the management of money by lay stewards as 

crucial, if only to safeguard preachers such as himself from accusations of profiteering, or 

                                                           
555 For religious societies see Works, Minutes, Introduction, 16, where Rack points out that the extent of 

continuity between these early societies and the Wesleyans is the subject of debate 

556 Entry for 2 May 1744, Welch, E., (ed). (1975). Two Calvinistic Methodist Chapels 1743-1811: the London 
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557 Entry for January 1749, Duke I, Batty, W. (1779), Church History, 39 
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559 Entry for 4 June 1747, Works, Journal III, 176-177 

560 Works, Societies, 273 
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worse. Thus in 1743 he wrote in an early apologia, An Earnest Appeal to Men of Reason and 

Religion: 

Inform yourself a little better, and you will find that both at Newcastle, Bristol, and 
Kingswood (the only places beside London where any collection at all is made) the 
money collected is both received and expended by the stewards of those several 
societies, and never comes into my hands at all, neither first nor last. And you, or any 
who desires it, shall read over the accounts kept by any of those stewards and see 
with your own eyes that by all these societies I gain just as much as you do.561 

An account of an early Quarterly Meeting of Yorkshire societies in 1748 records the 

appointment of four stewards, blending democratic choice with central oversight: 

It was then agreed that if there be any just cause to exchange any of the above 
stewards, it shall be done at the next Quarterly Meeting held for the said societies by 
the approbation of the leaders then present....If any dispute arise touching the 
choosing of Steward or Stewards, the greater number of voices shall have the choice 
to elect a fresh Steward.  This shall be mentioned to our minister, Mr. John Wesley, 
or his successor, who shall end any dispute of this kind.562 

The intention was that they worked in tandem with the preachers, though Wesley was 

explicit that the latter had the deciding voice, telling one preacher in 1769: 

Stewards are not to govern our societies; it is no part of their office. This belongs to 
the Assistant only, under my direction.563 

An article in the official Arminian Magazine in 1796 explained their role: 

For the management of all temporal affairs, there are persons of known piety, as well 
as having skill in accounts, chosen, to whom the care of these things is committed.  
These Stewards, or (as they were called in the primitive Church) Deacons, receive 
what money has been collected by the Leaders in their Classes, either for the poor, 
or for the expences of carrying on the work.  They keep exact accounts of all they 
receive and disburseé.564 

Money was often tight: in the 1750s, the most cash the Osmotherley society ever had in hand 

was 17s.0d., and usually it had far less, dropping on occasion into debt, though its annual 
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expenditure was only typically around Ã2.565 Both societies and circuits faced short-term 

fluctuations in income and expenditure, and often these were met by the stewards. Thus in 

July 1768 the Dales circuit owed Ã4.7s.9d. to the steward,566 and in 1780 the debt approached 

Ã12;567 in 1787 the Epworth stewards were at one point owed more than Ã13;568 and in 1783 

the Horncastle circuit (still technically joined with Grimsby) was financially dependent on 

its general steward, George Robinson, owing him at the Midsummer Quarter Ã20 in long-

term debt (at 5 per cent interest), a second debt of Ã12.0s.2d., and Ã3.12s.0d. as a short-term 

cash debt - a total of Ã35.12s.2d.569 Other similar debts include Leeds circuit (Ã5.17s.4d. 

owed to the stewards in October 1770).570  

This financial exposure meant that stewards were not drawn from the ranks of the poorest 

members, and shows a widespread dependence on people with funds in hand. Sutcliffe 

claimed that in the Dales circuit in 1747: 

é.a gentleman farmer was ye. steward, who saw that ye. preachers wanted for 
nothing.571 

And one preacher, Bardsley, reported proudly in 1773: 

One of our stewards was lately made the mayor of the town and sometimes he comes 
and sings and prays among the people.572   
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Sometimes, however, as already noted, the preachers subsidised the circuits.573 

Circuits date from 1746.574 By 1791 there were 114, and by 1800 161. There were wide 

variations, with some especially large circuits and societies in urban areas: in 1780, for 

example, the most populous circuit was Leeds with three preachers and 2,330 members, 

while the two preachers stationed in Dundee served only 127 members.575 But by 1780 the 

typical circuit comprised 600-700 members meeting in some twenty to thirty local societies, 

served by a team of three itinerant preachers including a superintendent or assistant. As 

membership grew, existing circuits were subdivided - thus in 1786 the Grimsby circuit, with 

1,060 members, was split between Grimsby and Horncastle - so that overall the average 

number of members per circuit was stable, though their geographical extent tended to reduce 

(see Annex 1C).576 In 1764 the route travelled by preachers around the Epworth circuit 

stretched 600 miles and required twelve weeks to cover;577 in 1786 the Colne (Lancashire) 

circuit still required the preachers to travel 231 miles and deliver sixty-one sermons over a 

six week round.578 Wesley defended circuits of this scale, telling one local preacher in 1790: 

                                                           
the erection of the town's first chapel. Source: MABI. An incident involving Ryle and another preacher, James 

Rogers, is discussed later in this chapter 

573 See chapter one 

574 For a discussion of Wesleyan preaching circuits, again see chapter one 

575Works, Minutes, 502. As Batty notes, Scottish circuits were always less populous, and in 1791 the eight 

circuits together served only 1,179 members. Batty, M. (2010), Scotlandôs Methodists, 35. See also Works, 
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576 On Grimsby and Horncastle see Works, Minutes, 578, 609 

577 Entry for 1764, Duke I, CO3, Costerdine, R. (c.1810). Memoir of Mr. Costerdine 
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I am likewise in no haste to multiply preachers or to divide circuits. Most of our 
circuits are too small rather than too large. I wish we had no circuit with fewer than 
three preachers in it or less than four hundred milesô riding in four weeks.... If we do 
not take care we shall degenerate into milksops.579 

The variations in membership, geographical extent, and other factors such as the economic 

circumstances of the circuits led to significant differences in their support to preachers, but 

these became difficult to sustain, especially since preachers moved regularly between 

circuits, and led to greater uniformity in financial provision for preachers, and 

institutionalised arrangements for transferring resources between richer and poorer circuits. 

In 1791, faced with the loss to organisational cohesion of the indefatigable Wesley, the 

Conference created an intermediate tier of twenty-seven districts which rapidly acquired 

financial responsibilities.580 But important decisions, especially in terms of the distribution 

of available resources such as the proceeds of the Yearly Collection, and the determination 

of financial policies and practices, remained the preserve of the annual preachersô 

Conference throughout the period, although the precise roles of less well documented bodies 

such as the London Committee (leading laymen who had oversight of chapel debt) and the 

London preachersô meeting (which supervised the Book Room) are unclear. 

The Wesleyan financial year 

There was a regular cycle of society, circuit, district and Conference meetings. Typically, in 

late summer (usually August) teams of preachers would travel out after the annual 

Conference, either from the venue or direct from their existing posts, to their new stations, 

bringing with them any funds provided by Conference, and a supply of books and clothing. 

In September the assistant would convene the first Quarterly Meeting in his new circuit, at 

which the stewards would pay the preachersô quarterage and other bills - typically in arrears 

- from the class and ticket money; membership numbers would be reviewed; and other 
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business included the reappointment of stewards (one of whom was normally replaced 

annually), poor relief, and the spiritual needs of the local children. An inventory of the local 

book store would be taken, and surplus cash sent to London.  

These practices emerged over time: when in 1764 John Mason joined Furz and another 

(married) preacher in York, he found a circuit which was Ã20 in debt; the steward had no 

money to give any of the preachers, nor indeed much information about the circuitôs 

membership: 

It was then asked, what as to be done with the debt? No answer being given, Mr. 
Furze said: ñMy plan is to take Mr. Mason round with me for ye whole Oct. month, 
and preach, and hold a lovefeast in every place.ò But finding no Circuit-book, he said 
ñmy method is to enter all the names I find in a circuit, & all ye. monies collected, 
that I may leave a guide to my successor.ò The steward went with him to a stationer, 
& paid ten pence for the book.581 

Preparation for these meetings would take several days of the assistantôs time, which was 

sometimes resented. In 1793 Yewdall commented on the administrative burdens - but also 

the rewards - of managing a circuit, in this case Otley. His account also illustrates the mixture 

of spiritual and financial criteria by which preachers judged their success: 

Thursday 25 [July]. Monday I returned to Otley early in the morning. I had finishôd 
making the Collections, for which I was not sorry, as this is one of our crosses we 
have to take up. And indeed temporal things take up much of our time, especially of 
an assistant. However it is matter of thankfulness every Collection has risen some 
pounds above last year. Weôve 173 new members, 50 or 60 conversions, and 140 
increase after the deduction of backsliders, deaths etc., so the Lord has been very 
gracious to us....I have been very busy taking account of Books, Collections etc., 
which is often puzzling work.582 

Quarterly Meetings were major opportunities for collective discussion and encouragement, 

and the circuit paid for the preaching team and lay leadership to dine together. They were 

important events for the membership too, typically marked by well-attended preaching 

services. Often they were held in the largest town in the circuit, known as the ócircuit townô 
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or óhead of the circuitô, but in some cases the venue rotated. From 1791 a programme of 

district-level meetings was interposed. 

Wesley explained the process in a 1777 letter to Samuel Wells, then the assistant in Wiltshire 

(North). His comments show the detailed interest which he took in local Wesleyan finances, 

an underlying concern that the discipline of regular giving was slipping, and this societyôs 

dependence upon gifts from its more prosperous members and ófriendsô: 

You may remember it was observed at the Quarterly Meeting that the present 
contributions cannot support four preachers; and it was considered, What can be done 
either to increase the contributions or to lessen the expenses? 

The easiest way, we thought, to increase the contributions was this: Let our ablest 
Societies advance quarterly according to their abilitiesé. 

One more thing I desire. I request all the Wiltshire Societies to do as they do in other 
circuits, to pay their quarterly collection when they receive their tickets. And it is 
then I hope persons of property will advance their subscriptions according to their 
ability. Out of this serve the other preachers first, and yourself last.583 

The last of the four Quarterly Meetings, typically held in June or July, was always the most 

important, as it immediately preceded the annual Conference, potentially marked the last 

appearance of the preaching team, and ended the Connexional year. The key ótemporalô 

purposes of these meetings were preparing the annual membership and financial reports to 

Conference, including any request for help from the centre; clearing the preachersô debts; 

and finalising the Yearly, Kingswood, Preachersô Fund and any other collections, the 

proceeds of which could then be carried to Conference by the preachers or sent by draft or 

bill.584 
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the Societies.ô Letter of 4 July 1769 from John Wesley to John Whitehead, Telford, Letters V, 141     
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The precise means by which money was moved around the Connexion is unclear. 

Transmission by bankerôs draft or commercial bill was straightforward, using either the 

network of country banks or the myriad mercantile relationships between Britainôs towns 

and cities. Both Wesley brothersô correspondence refers to such methods.585 Significant 

sums of cash were handled during the various quarterly and annual meetings - and sometimes 

went astray. Thus Robert Ramsey, a career robber who was executed in January 1742, 

admitted that he had joined the Wesleyans in Bristol in order: 

é.to come at the money, which they commonly keep by them in large parcels, which 
was usually gathered every evening at their public societies and expounding 
places.586  

As the following letter from Bardsley shows, the physical arrangements for money transfers 

could be challenging: 

From Samuel Bardsley to óMr. John Butcher, currier and leather cutter, in Dog Lane, 
Bermondsey, Surry, Londonô 

I duly received yours and went to Johnson immediately, and have been several times 
since expecting he would have paid the money to me, but some person some time 
ago wrote or spoke to Mr. Matthew Mayer, a local preacher at Portwood Hall, near 
Stockport, Cheshire, and Johnsonôs wife paid the money the last Saturday to Mr. 
Ashton, watch maker, Macclesfield, who will give it to Mr. Mayer, and he will send 
it so that I doubt not but sister Wilbraham will get it.587    

Completion of Conference reports and accounts was a priority for the preachers, and often 

problematic, as they sought to make the best of inadequate information and to meet any 

shortfalls in receipts. In 1797 the Bedford assistant, Joseph Harper, struggled with his end 

                                                           
585 See, for example, the letter of 10 October 1747 from Charles Wesley to Ebenezer Blackwell: óIf any of 

them, therefore, should bring you the purchase-money we have sent for, I must desire you to send me a bill for 

it immediately, as likewise for the twenty pounds.ô  Newport, K. G. C. and G. Lloyd (eds.). (2013). The Letters 

of Charles Wesley, Volume I 1728-1756. Oxford, Oxford University Press, 137-138 

586 Old Bailey Proceedings Online. London, accessed March 2015. Record OA17420113, Ordinary of 

Newgateôs Account, 13 January 1742, óMr. Robert Ramseyôs Account of Himselfô. On Ramseyôs career as a 

Methodist, see also chapter nine on Wesleyan schools 

587 Letter of 21 July 1774.  MARC, Bardsley Letter Books and Diaries, vol. 3, 10-13 
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of year report to his successor. His focus in this passage is on the two annual national 

collections which were raised locally, the Yearly and Kingswood Collections, and on the 

Preachersô Fund. Mr. Cowdal and Miss Tayler were presumably two of the wealthier 

ófriendsô: 

The yearly Coll[ectio]n in Bedford was but 12s. but some I understood put their 
yearly with the Kingswood Collection so I make the yearly 15s.4d. and the 
Kingswood Ã1.11s.0d.   

At Luton I thought of taking Mr. Cowdals 2.6 and Miss Taylers 2.6 Yearly 
Coll[ectio]n to the Fund as they did not seem willing to give to both but as I got more 
at Bedford for the Fund than I expected I did not do it. 

I hope you will get more for every Coll[ectio]n than I did, being poorly myself often 
I was obliged to trust the making of some of them to some who were I fear not so 
diligent in making them as they might.588   

The next sections look in more detail at the key components of society income and 

expenditure.           

Society income 

Among the earliest society financial records, dating from 1748, are those from óthe Society 

of Todmordenô, in which some of the main characteristics of the developed local Wesleyan 

financial regime were already apparent. Almost all of the societyôs income came from the 

weekly contributions by members of its five constituent classes, which the leaders remitted 

quarterly, and annual income was some Ã10, consistent with about fifty members. There 

were also occasional small gifts from ófriendsô. The accounts also record a contribution to 

the costs of a visit by John Wesley, offered by Rev. William Grimshaw of Haworth, an 

Evangelical clergyman closely associated with the Wesleys, perhaps a donation from another 

local society.589 The accounts of the Osmotherley society, which date from 1750, do not 

                                                           
588 Report dated 22 August 1797, Bedford St. Paulôs Methodist Circuit Class Book. (1977). Bedford, 

Bedfordshire County Record Office   

589 MARC, AN1977/487, Todmorden Circuit Book. ó1752 June 9 received of Mr. Grimshaw at Jas. 

Heanworthôs towards ye. maintenance of Mr. Wesley & others in all 0.6.0ô 
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record income, but include a record of weekly class contributions for 1750, suggesting again 

that this was the largest if not the sole source of income.590    

A generation later, the typical situation can be exemplified through the accounts of the 

Wesleyan society at Yeadon, near Leeds, a village which was industrialising, partly because 

of improvements to the local road network. Its long-established textile industry was moving 

from domestic to mill production, and the population was burgeoning.591 The ópreaching 

house bookô for Yeadon for 1788-1801 details both income and expenditure (see Annex 

6C).592 In this society, contributions from the classes (no bands are mentioned) were, again, 

collected by their leaders and remitted to the society stewards at the end of each quarter. The 

society was expanding: in 1788 and 1790 there were seven or eight classes, but by 1800 

there were ten;593 membership can be estimated at fifty in 1788, fifty-six in 1790, and 

seventy-four in 1800.  

The sources of income were now more diverse, the largest being óseat moneyô. The local 

chapel was built in 1766 and, as the congregation grew, doubled in size in 1770.594 The title 

of the stewardsô book, and its inclusion of seat money, suggest that the society and chapel 

accounts were combined to some extent, possibly under joint stewards.595 At an assumed 

                                                           
590 Osmotherley Society Book, 35-36 

591 See the Yeadon Conservation Area Appraisal and Management Plan. (2012). Leeds City Council  

592 West Yorkshire Archives Service, Yeadon Preaching House Book 

593 It had previously suffered from a poor reputation. In July 1781 Wesley noted in his journal: óMonday 23, I 

preached at Yeadon to a large congregation. I had heard the people there were remarkably dead; if so, they 

were now remarkably quickened - for I know not when I have seen a whole congregation so moved.ô Entry for 

23 July 1781, Works, Journal VI, 216-217    

594 (2012) Yeadon Plan  

595 Though the accounts make no mention of any chapel capital expenditure, they do include the costs of the 

loans which were probably used to finance it 
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average annual charge of 1s.0d., reserved seating in Yeadon chapel could house around 100 

people, and the whole building perhaps 200.596  

The third regular source of income was the collection, often a quarterly collection. The 

precise status of this income stream is sometimes unclear. At St. Just in Cornwall, the society 

began taking retiring collections at the chapel door at Christmas 1773; these became more 

frequent, and from Midsummer 1780 were described as the óQuarterly Collectionô. However, 

in the records of the Leeds circuit to which Yeadon belonged in 1788, the term referred to 

the quarterly contributions from the societies to circuit expenses - óticket moneyô - which 

was paid at the quarterly issue of tickets to society members.  

The Yeadon accounts do not record the sums raised from collections for Connexional causes, 

though such sums were substantial (see below, and Annex 6D). In the Redruth circuit, for 

example, almost Ã86 was raised through the Yearly and Kingswood Collections, and for the 

Preachersô Fund, in 1795-1796, representing 10d. per capita;597 four years later Truro 

collected Ã80 for the Yearly and Kingswood Collections and for the overseas missions, a 

similar per capita sum.598   

However, many societies also organised regular collections for their own purposes: in Louth, 

for example, 34 per cent of 1799-1800 income came from ópublick collectionsô.599 They also 

occasionally held one-off collections with specific aims, such as to clear chapel debts: 

                                                           
596 These estimates are compatible with a membership of around thirty when the chapel was first built 

597 óCollections made in Redruth Circuit by Mr. Laurence Kane in year ending Midsummer 1796ô. Cornwall 

Record Office, MRT/17, Accounts, Circuit Stewards, Cornwall Western Circuit (1775-1794). Membership was 

1,855 in 1795, and 2,328 in 1796, yielding an average for 1795-1796 of 2,092: Minutes I, 310, 337 

598 Cornwall Record Office, MRT/15, Register of Collections, Truro Wesleyan Circuit (1799-1824). The Truro 

circuit was created in 1799, and in 1800 its membership was 2,050 - Minutes II, 52 

599 Lincolnshire Archives, Meth/C/Louth, Centenary/G/2/1, Louth Society Steward's Account Book (1799-

1817) 
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examples include the circuit collections in November 1784 and December 1785 to raise 

money for óa bed and other furnitureô for the preachersô house at Hull, which brought in 

Ã4.14s.0d. and Ã2.9s.1d. respectively.600 

Like Todmorden earlier, Yeadon also received occasional gifts from members and ófriendsô, 

including one legacy in August 1800 of Ã4.14s.11dİ. ófrom Miss Marshallô; but for other 

societies such gifts were neither regular nor significant. As Annex 6E shows, societies 

typically relied for most of their funding on class contributions and (often) seat rents.  

Society expenditure 

The core costs of Wesleyan societies were always those directly associated with itinerant 

preaching. Data from the Todmorden society in 1751-1752 suggest that some 40 per cent of 

its expenditure went on providing meals and accommodation for visiting preachers, who 

included Wesley himself, as well as other well-known itinerants such as Darney. He was 

married, and was occasionally paid Ã1 to one guinea towards his wifeôs living costs, possibly 

every six months. Constant travelling took its toll on the preachersô clothes and shoes, and 

purchase or repair typically absorbed a further 30 per cent or so of the budget. Horse shoeing 

and feeding was another significant area of expenditure. But despite the small scale of the 

operation, money was found for the charitable relief of the poor: this absorbed 9 per cent of 

the budget in 1751, and 5 per cent in 1752.601 In 1750s Osmotherley, almost all the recorded 

expenditure was on preachersô expenses.602  

                                                           
600 Income entered for 15 November 1784 and 26 December 1785, MARC, Manor Alley Chapel, Hull: Account 

Book. There were 808 members in the Hull circuit in 1784, and 884 a year later - Works, Minutes, 560, 580 

601 It seems likely that this was sometimes directed at members, and on other occasions at non-members. For 

example, on 14 August 1752, 5s.0d. was ópaid to William Marshall when in a straitô; whereas a 1s.0d. payment 

on 2 July 1751 was recorded simply as ópaid to a young womanô. See MARC, Todmorden Circuit Book. For a 

fuller discussion of Wesleyan poor relief, see chapter nine 

602 See, for example, entries for 25 December 1750, 1 March 1751, and 21 February 1752, Osmotherley Society 

Book, 4  
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Initially, all the money collected locally was spent locally, but from 1754 a new division of 

responsibilities between the Todmorden society and the circuit began to emerge. From April 

1754 we find records of regular payments óto Heptonstallô, which from January 1755 are 

recorded as óPaid for Quarterly Meetingô. The payments varied considerably and some 

quarters were missed, but were typically of the order of Ã1, totalling some Ã3 in a year. 

Everett surmised that the money was spent on preachersô board and lodging, and analysis of 

the surviving data confirms this: direct expenditure by the society on preachersô board and 

lodging fell from over Ã5 in 1752, for example, to less than Ã1 in 1755, and remained around 

that significantly lower level. The introduction of such quarterly payments to the circuit 

followed the appearance of quarterage in the early 1750s.603  

A generation later, the single biggest component of Yeadonôs expenditure was still direct 

support for the circuit preaching team (see Annex 6F), but there were also significant finance 

charges, and substantial payments to the circuit, ranging from some 25 to 40 per cent of total 

spend. Some of these items, notably board costs, household bills, and circuit payments, were 

on a rising trend; maintenance costs fluctuated according to the work that was undertaken; 

while finance charges fell as debt was repaid. 

While itinerant preachers and their families received their quarterly allowances from the 

circuit, local societies remained responsible for their board and lodging as they travelled 

around the circuit. Preachers sometimes received a standard allowance, but in other societies 

- including Yeadon - actual costs were reimbursed: at Yeadon in 1788, the quarterly bill for 

this was broadly stable, and suggests that the circuit provided preachers for two nights each 

week, who received 1s.3d. in overnight expenses.604 

                                                           
603 See chapter one 

604 In Colchester in 1792 the standard rate was 6d. for dinner and 3d. for other meals - excluding ódrinkablesô 
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The host society was also responsible for meeting the preachersô travel costs, which were 

primarily linked to their use of horses. These bills were paid directly by the society: the 

visitors received no travel expenses themselves. The costs were exclusively for feeding 

horses, and some may have been for local preachers, though more often these would be 

travelling shorter distances, probably by foot. By 1800 Yeadon was paying local preachers 

an allowance, typically of 2s.6d. a quarter, whether as a stipend or as a travel allowance.   

Household bills were always significant, especially once a society had a chapel and 

preachersô house, with heating (ócoalsô) and lighting (ócandlesô) the main elements: in 1788 

the Yeadon coal bill comprised 49 per cent of household costs. Expenditure on repairs and 

maintenance fluctuated: there was for example major spend in 1788, when a garden wall was 

rebuilt and buildings - presumably the chapel and preachersô house - repointed and 

whitewashed. 

Finance charges were - unusually - important in Yeadon. In 1788 interest totalled Ã8.10s.0d.: 

given typical contemporary interest rates of 4.5-5 per cent, society debt then totalled some 

Ã170. Several loans were outstanding: Jeremiah Hustler was owed about Ã100, with the 

balance of around Ã70 comprising various debts to óBenjamin Taylor, John Maistrick and 

the Clubô - the latter perhaps a local friendly society or group of investors. In 1790 loans 

totalled some Ã150, and in 1800 around Ã120. The amounts and durations of these loans 

suggest a link with capital expenditure on the chapel and preachersô house.605 

Payments to the circuit were another major expense for Yeadon. In some other societies - 

perhaps most - circuits, as already noted, drew their income directly from the contributions 

paid by members on receiving their quarterly tickets from the assistant, and such income did 

not therefore feature in society accounts.  The Yeadon society, however, did not raise enough 

from its Quarterly Collection to cover its circuit payments, and subsidised this shortfall from 

                                                           
605 For a fuller discussion of chapel finance see chapters four and five 
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other income. In general the circuit payments were similar in size to total income from the 

classes, but there is evidence that the circuit was in financial difficulty in the 1790s, and this 

probably explains the unusually high circuit contribution made in 1800.606   

Other expenditure items recorded in the accounts include occasional payments to individuals 

for specific ójobsô, and postage, but the sums were irregular and small. 

Overall, the Yeadon society was in good health: it had a growing membership, and its income 

of around 14s.0d.-16s.0d per member exceeded its expenditure, such that in the later 1790s 

it could offer financial help both to the circuit and to neighbouring societies. Its debts were 

under control, serviced by seat rental income.  

All societies drew on paid labour in various forms to support their work, for example to 

shave the preachers and do their laundry.  Such personal services were obtained in three 

different ways. Often services were procured only when needed: thus, for example, the 

Sheffield society paid 3s.9d. for óostleringô in April 1773, a rate of 3d. a night for fifteen 

nights.607 In other cases, preachers were paid an allowance sufficient for them to acquire 

necessary services for themselves: in 1780s Aberdeen, the preacherôs weekly allowance of 

6s.9d. covered not only his own board but the board and wages of his servant. Other societies 

- though not Yeadon - employed full-time servants. These were often maidservants, who 

looked after the families of married preachers, but men were also employed, often as 

caretakers. In 1770 and thereafter the London societyôs annual wage bill exceeded Ã100, but 

this was exceptional; more typical was the situation at Manor Alley in Hull, where in 1787 

                                                           
606 Thus in the third quarter of 1797 Yeadon gave Ã5.15s.0d. ótowards paying of Keighley circuit debt besides 

the quarterageô 

607 Seed, T. A. (1907), Norfolk Street, 306 
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the society paid John Ward Ã2.12s.6d. a year for ócleaning & openingô the chapel, though 

their employment of a singing tutor at Ã4.4s.0d. a year was more unusual.608      

Employing staff was sometimes problematic. In the 1770s the housekeeper at the Bristol 

society apparently took to systematically pilfering from the poor box: over the twelve years 

to 1782, despite drawing a total of Ã120 in wages, and earning commission from selling 

Wesleyan books, she allegedly stole an estimated Ã31.4s.0d. and yet, lamented Pawson, 

ódeclares she has not a shilling in the world.ô609 

In short, as Annex 6H shows, societiesô expenditure was focused on the direct and indirect 

support of preaching, both by local preachers and by the circuitôs itinerant team. The main 

areas of variation between societies were whether or not they had significant responsibilities 

for buildings, such as a preachersô house; whether or not they had loans to service and repay; 

and whether or not their accounts covered the quarterly payments to the circuit. The next 

section analyses circuit income and expenditure. 

Circuit income 

Circuits tended to resemble each other financially more than did societies, perhaps because 

of the leading role played by itinerant preachers who were deployed on a national basis, 

worked in teams (typically of three), and usually changed circuit (and preaching team) 

annually. Circuit income derived wholly or at least predominantly from dues paid by the 

societies, supplemented in some cases by collections. The Leeds circuit fits the pattern: in 

1768, and indeed in succeeding years, all its income came from contributions from the local 

societies.610   

                                                           
608 Various entries for 1787, including 9 April and 14 May, MARC, Manor Alley Chapel, Hull: Account 

Book 

609 Letter of 2 May 1782 to Joseph Benson. Bowmer, J. C. and J. A. Vickers, (eds.). (1995), Pawson Letters, 

22 

610 The circuit records cover the period 1768-1777 
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The Leeds evidence suggests that the societiesô payments were based on an assessment, 

presumably by the society and circuit stewards, of the money needed to meet that quarterôs 

bills, rather than on an arithmetical calculation of shillings due quarterly from ticket-holders. 

Thus the circuit accounts show that in 1768 some Ã75 was raised by the circuit from the 

thirty-one societies. Approaching Ã18 came from the township of Leeds, in four unequal 

amounts, which perhaps do reflect actual numbers of ticket holders (which seem to have 

been some eighty to ninety), or alternatively were decided after other societies had made 

their contributions and were thus shaped by the need to avoid a deficit; but 30 per cent of the 

other payments were at a guinea or half-guinea, sums which look more like standardised 

assessments than reflections of actual numbers of members; and there were sixteen other 

payments (a further 18 per cent) at 5s.0d., 10s.0d., or 15s.0d.611 Between 1768 and 1777, 

annual yields of ticket money were typically only around one-third of the theoretically 

potential income from this source of 4s.0d. (48d.) per person per year.612  

As Annex 6I confirms, such shortfalls in quarterly payments were widespread: at St. Just, 

for example, in 1776 the collection raised some 11d. a head; at Yeadon, the total collected 

in 1788 was around 2s.0d. per head, half the target.613 In West Cornwall, analysis of society 

payments to the circuit in 1776, 1786 and 1795, suggests that in the 1770s and 1780s 

societies were contributing around 5d. per member per quarter; by the mid 1790s this had 

risen to about 6d.  

                                                           
611 For background on Leeds Methodism see Forsaith, P. (1988). A Kindled Fire: John and Charles Wesley and 

the Methodist revival in the Leeds area. Leeds, Leeds Methodist District; and Burt, S. and K. Grady. (1987). 

The Merchantsô Golden Age: Leeds 1700-1790, 21-25 

612 Data from Wesley College Library, Leeds Circuit Stewards Account Book: 1768 and 1777 estimates 

extrapolated from three quartersô data 

613 This issue is discussed more fully in the following section 
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The London societiesô consolidated accounts record the quarterly payments as being made 

during the preachersô quarterly visitation of local societies. Since one or both Wesley 

brothers was often present, and John Wesley conducted the visitations in person on occasion, 

the London procedures presumably reflected best practice, and the yield of approaching 

3s.0d. per person per year was probably at the upper reach of the sums generated. That said, 

separate 1792 records for the City Road Chapel society and the ócountry circuitô of eight 

local societies which were associated with it suggests even higher yields, though the 13d. a 

quarter contributed at the large City Road Chapel society may skew the results.614  

The contributions paid by each circuitôs constituent societies differed, since they were of 

different sizes and the economic circumstances of their membership also varied; but a 

significant proportion typically came from the circuit town. The expanding city of 

Manchester came to dominate its circuit, which was subdivided in 1786 (by the creation of 

Stockport circuit), but as Annex 6J shows local circumstances varied greatly.615  

As noted above, the quarterly payments seem to have resulted from discussion between the 

circuit and society stewards about the circuitôs needs and the societiesô capacity to pay. In 

West Cornwall, the record of society contributions suggests that the circuit was seeking 

broadly standard payments from each member every quarter: 4İd. between 1776 and 1788, 

and again in 1791-1793; interspersed with two periods when payments typically averaged 

6d. - 1789-1790 and then from 1794.616 In some circuits - and increasingly, over time - the 

                                                           
614 In August 1792 the following societies apparently formed a ócountry circuitô which was supplied by 

preachers based at the City Road Chapel: Snowfields, Peckham, Clapham, Mitcham, Croydon, Bromley, 

Tottenham, and Barnet. MARC, Ms.640, Book Committee Minutes 

615 Works, Minutes, 599. It was subdivided again in 1791, when Oldham circuit was created (see 748-749) 

616 Cornwall Record Office, West Cornwall Circuit Stewardsô Account Book: Quarterly Collections throughout 

circuit for 1776, 1786 and 1795, plus analysis of Easter quarter payments by four societies 1776-1795 - 

Redruth, Truro, Gwennap and St. Agnes 
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outcome was a standard ótariffô which remained in place for a year or more, rather than the 

fluctuating payments which one would have seen had membership numbers solely 

determined the level of society contribution. In the Dales circuit in 1780, at least three of the 

thirty-two societies seem to have been paying such standard quarterly sums. The pattern was 

even clearer in Manchester: as early as 1769 at least eight of the twenty-eight societies were 

paying standard sums, and in 1790 most were doing so (see Annex 6K). 

The other part of the equation is the assumption that circuits were trying to break even quarter 

by quarter - to match income to expenditure - but this is indeed what the accounts suggest: 

significant deficits or surpluses were rare. 

Gifts were unusual at the circuit level, though the Horncastle accounts record occasional 

contributions from ófriendsô, including a guinea at Christmas 1790.617 Apart from any 

assistance from central Connexional funds, the only other major sources of circuit income 

were one-off collections. In 1769 Manchester raised Ã6.16s.6d. through a subscription to buy 

a new horse for one preacher, and a further Ã16.18s.1İd. to pay for a funeral, at a time when 

its annual income was around Ã100; in 1780, Leicester raised Ã5.1s.9d. in a special 

collection, to finance sending its preachers to Conference, when its annual budget was 

around Ã90; in 1790 Manchester garnered Ã29.12s.0d. through an óextra collection towards 

paying of the Circuit Debtô; and West Cornwall raised Ã79.7s.2d. in society subscriptions 

for the same purpose in 1794-1795; but some circuit accounts record none. 

In short, circuit incomes derived mainly from contributions paid quarterly by the constituent 

societies. Though there was a long-standing target that members should pay a shilling a 

quarter on receipt of their tickets, these contributions typically raised only around half that. 

The sums raised seem to have been negotiated between circuit and society stewards, and 

                                                           
617 Entry for Christmas Quarter 1790, Duke I, Horncastle Circuit Stewardôs Accounts 
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often resembled a standard tariff, intended presumably to give the circuit some security of 

income to meet its financial commitments, to which we now turn.     

Circuit expenditure 

The new Leeds circuit stewardsô account book of 1768 opened with a detailed statement of 

the items of expenditure which were regarded by the stewards as legitimate calls on circuit 

funds, and their list seems also to reflect practice elsewhere (see Annex 6L). It comprises 

mainly expenditure related directly to the support of preachers and their families, which 

absorbed around half of expenditure, and to preachersô travel. Circuit expenditure on 

quarterage was therefore driven mainly by the number of preachers stationed. 

One anomaly was the lack of consistent provision for the meals of itinerant preachers when 

they were at home. Quarterage was not intended to cover the preachersô food, though the 

family allowances apparently were meant to be comprehensive. Local arrangements varied. 

In Bradford in 1770, alongside his quarterage, the preacher received a óweekly boardô 

allowance of 3s.6d., a rate of 6d. a day.618  In other circuits such as Leeds, household costs 

were reimbursed as they were incurred, or in arrears at the next quarterly meeting. When 

visiting local societies, preachers could of course expect hospitality from local members or 

supporters; when at home, they might well be similarly reliant on local hospitality, but the 

situation was unsatisfactory until in 1788 the Conference recommended a meal allowance -

óboard wagesô - for preachers when at home.619  

Preachers were expected to look presentable, and circuits paid their laundry and shaving 

expenses.620 At this period Leeds was paying these costs direct to the providers of the 

                                                           
618 Stamp, W. (1841), Methodism in Bradford, 55-56 

619 Works, Minutes, 665-666, Q.23 

620 Though Wesleyôs óRules of an Helperô, prepared to guide his preachers, are not explicit on preachersô 

personal appearance. See Works, Minutes, óLarge Minutes 1753-1763ô, 853, Q.37  
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services.621 Typically, laundry costs for the Leeds preachers came to some 15s.0d.-Ã1 per 

quarter, and shaving costs some 7s.6d. 

Travel costs, as discussed earlier, were inevitably a major burden, but they were unusually 

high in Leeds. The itinerant preachers each received a quarterly allowance of 5s.0d. for travel 

expenses; bills from the saddler and farrier, and some at least of the costs of horse purchase, 

were paid by the circuit, as were the transport charges for bringing their family and 

possessions into the circuit on their appointment; but the biggest expense was expenditure 

on horses and turnpikes for local preachers, as Annex 6L suggests.  

The extensive use of unpaid local preachers allowed Leeds to manage with a team of full-

time itinerants which was relatively small, and this kept its per capita expenditure down. 

Around 1780 Leeds was by far the largest circuit shown in terms of membership, but 

operated with a full-time team no bigger than circuits with many fewer members, and its per 

capita costs were significantly lower, as Annex 6M shows.  

But while relatively heavy expenditure on horses proved cost-effective for Leeds, elsewhere 

it was often resented. It was a major problem for Bradburn, who was stationed in the 

Bradford circuit in 1782. As he wrote in his memorandum book in January: 

Among many other trials necessarily consequent on travelling as the Methodist 
preachers do, those occasioned by horses are not the least.  The preachers cannot buy 
good ones out of their little allowance; and the country people think much of buying 
them; and yet expect the preachers regularly to serve them.622 

 
The preachers were alive to the problem. Some took responsibility for raising the necessary 

funds, such as Bardsley, who in early 1776, when at Haworth, toured the societies to collect 

                                                           
621 Shaving was provided by the leading local preacher William Shent. Though his standard quarterly fee to 

the circuit was 7s.6d., in 1772 he received Ã2.10s.0d., and in 1775 three guineas, for shaving and other services 

to delegates to the Conferences held in Leeds: see Wesley College Library, Leeds Circuit Stewards Account 

Book 

622 Entry for January 1782, MARC, Bradburn Journal 
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money to replace his aged mare, raising Ã5.9s.4dİ.623 Others adopted various approaches to 

reducing horse-related expenditure, such as the eighteenth century version of ócar-poolingô, 

as noted by Taylor in Sheffield in the early 1780s: 

We were three preachers, and managed with two horses; a scheme which is highly 
advantageous wherever it takes place.624 

 
In 1783-1784 Norwich shared one horse between four itinerants.625 Some preachers took to 

walking rather than riding round the circuit to save money. Pritchard, who was at 

Northampton in 1778-1779, later recalled: 

In the winter my horse fell ill; and I being poor, (for a Methodist preacher is likely 
so to be as long as he lives), and the people poor also, I travelled the winter and spring 
quarters on foot, about twelve hundred miles.626   
 

And in Bedford in 1797, Joseph Harper noted in his report for the year, in the circuitôs 

account book, that he was voluntarily diverting money collected for his travel costs to meet 

shortfalls in circuit funds: 

We make a collection once a quarter in general, always at Barford and Houghton for 
horse hire. This with their ticket money we have taken to the circuit account and in 
general walked on foot. They would be glad to have this also at Bedford if you would 
let them.627 

Especially from the 1770s, circuits often employed servants: it was the norm for married 

itinerant preachers to have a maidservant. Some servants were employed by the circuit, 

others were employed by the preachers who were reimbursed. By around 1790 Ã6 seems to 

have been a typical annual salary; presumably these servants also received board and 

lodging. 

                                                           
623 Letter to Mr. [presumably Thomas] Taylor (undated, but probably February 1776): MARC, Bardsley 

Letter Books and Diaries, vol. 4, 156-159 

624 óThe Life of Mr. Thomas Taylor, Written by Himself.ô Jackson V, 58. Taylor was stationed in the Sheffield 

circuit in 1783-1784 - see Works, Minutes, 534 

625 Clarke, J. B. B. (1833), Adam Clarke, Vol. 1, 202 

626 óThe Life of Mr. John Pritchard, Written by Himself, dated 17 January 1785.ô Jackson VI, 267 

627 (1977) Bedford St. Paul's Circuit Class Book, 91-92 
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Preachersô accommodation was often problematic. Single preachers could rely on informal 

hospitality with members and supporters, but married preachers, especially of course once 

they had children, needed an adequate home. The typical pattern seems to have been initially 

that houses were rented, as in Manchester in 1790, which spent Ã15 a year on a house for 

Bradburn,628 or Barrow in the 1790s, which was paying Ã4 annually in óhouse rentô.629 In 

time, and alongside the construction of chapels, preachersô houses probably became the 

norm. But such properties needed to be furnished, heated and lit (typically the single biggest 

cost), kept clean, and maintained, and also incurred taxes: in 1799-1800, for example, 

Epworth paid for óhouse furnitureô at Ã0.4s.2d., and óLand Tax and poor paymentsô at 

Ã0.4s.0d.630 

Taylor recalled his arrival in Birstal circuit in 1772 in these terms: 

The house was in great want of necessaries; for there was not one decent thing in it.  
It was highly necessary, if possible, to awaken the people.  I began at Birstal, and so 
proceeded; but I soon found myself in hot water.  When I wanted things a little more 
decent in the dwelling-house, the Circuit echoed from side to side with my pride and 
lordliness; and many ill-natured things were said, which made my way very 
troublesome.   

Two years later he confronted the same problem at Keighley: 

The house was to furnish, and put into repair; and I had to beg the money up and 
down, which is not pleasing work.631 
 

                                                           
628 Entries for 28 June and 27 December 1790, Greater Manchester County Record Office with Manchester 

Archives, Manchester Methodist Circuit Account Book 

629 Entries for Michaelmas and Christmas Quarters 1797, and Spring and Midsummer Quarters 1798, 

Lincolnshire Archives, Meth B/Barton on Humber/14/1, Barrow Circuit Account Book (1797-1798) 

630 Entries for Michaelmas 1799, Lincolnshire Archives, Epworth Circuit Stewardsô Book 

631 óThe Life of Mr. Thomas Taylor, Written by Himself.ô Jackson V, 44, 45-46 



180 
 

And in December 1775, when stationed in Haworth, Bardsley recorded that he had collected 

Ã4.16s.2dı. for furniture for his house.632 

Other areas of circuit expenditure were varied and usually modest. One standard practice, as 

already noted, was for the circuit to pay for the preaching team to dine together in the course 

of the quarterly circuit meeting, presumably with the stewards, local preachers, and other 

local leaders. In 1760s Leeds, the typical dinner bill of 12s.0d.-15s.0d. suggests an 

attendance of around thirty. In 1780 the Dales circuit spent some Ã3.3s.5d. on its quarterly 

dinners, and in 1790 Ã3.16s.6d.: these costs represented some 3.5 per cent of annual 

expenditure. Horncastleôs expenditure of Ã2.6s.1d. in 1783 constituted 2.4 per cent of that 

yearôs spend. Itinerant preachersô funerals, and the printing of society membership tickets, 

were also typically charged to the circuit, and were significant costs. When Jasper Robinson 

died in late 1797, the medical and funeral bills paid by his Horncastle circuit came to 

Ã26.5s.5İd., almost 20 per cent of the circuitôs 1797-1798 income of Ã133.4s.10d.   

Given these demands, as noted in chapter two, some circuits tried various expedients to 

manage down expenditure on preachers.  

The robustness of the Wesleyan Methodist financial system 

One 1888 Wesleyan commentator extolled the virtues of the system of class and ticket 

money not only because it fused spiritual and financial discipline, but because of the 

reliability of the income generated: 

....Methodist fellowship and Methodist finance became the homogeneous warp and 
woof of its tenacious tissue; the weekly statement of experience being conjoined with 
the weekly contribution, as God had prospered; and the Quarterly Visitation by the 
Minister being simultaneous with the quarterly contribution for ñcarrying on the 
work of Godò.... [Methodismôs] exchequer is the industry, the thrift and the 

                                                           
632 Letter of 11 December 1775 to Mr. [presumably Thomas] Taylor, MARC, Bardsley Letter Books and 

Diaries, vol. 4, 113 
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generosity of its duteous children. Hence its marvellous financial elasticity in times 
of disruption, and during depression of trade.633 

From the first there had been an expectation that the richer members would help subsidise 

the poorer,634 and the requirement that class members contribute a penny a week when they 

met in class dated from the earliest days of Wesleyanism, and was seen as centrally important 

by the leadership; yet shortfalls in both class contributions and ticket money were 

widespread. In December 1779, Wesley wrote to Bradburn, then the assistant at Cork: 

....I understand there is one class (Brother Brewerôs) which contributes nothing 
weekly. If so, give no ticket either to him or any of them. They break a fundamental 
rule of the Society.635 

In 1781 the Conference lamented that the discipline of both class contributions and ticket 

money had been óshamefully neglectedô, and ruled: 

(1) Let every Assistant remind every society that this was our original Rule: every 
member contributes one penny weekly (unless he is in extreme poverty), and one 
shilling quarterly. Explain the reasonableness of this. 

(2) Let every leader receive the weekly contribution from each person in his class. 

(3) Let the Assistant ask every person at changing his ticket, Can you afford to 
observe our rule? And receive what he is able to give.636 

The ruling was clearly not fully effective, because in 1788 the Conference again instructed: 

Let every Assistant be particularly careful to enforce the weekly collection of a penny 
from each member of our society in the class-meetings, and the quarterly collection 
of a shilling from each member that can afford to pay it at the quarterly visitation.637 

The issue was still pertinent in 1790, though there were differences of emphasis within the 

Connexion. For Wesley, the regular weekly and quarterly payments were always 

fundamental to Connexional discipline: in January 1790 he wrote to Valton, then enjoying a 

successful ministry at Bristol, to remind him that money mattered too: 

Where you and Adam Clarke are it would be strange if there should be no revival. 
You do well to prune the circuit, and I advise to cut off all those (unless extremely 

                                                           
633 (1888) Handbook, 54 

634 This is implicit, for example, in Wesley's intervention in North Wiltshire cited above 

635 Letter of 29 December 1779 from John Wesley to Samuel Bradburn. Telford, Letters VI, 366 

636 Works, Minutes, 517, Q.31 

637 Works, Minutes, 665, Q.2 
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poor) who do not according to our original rule contribute a shilling every quarter 
and a penny once a week. Many members you will lose thereby; but our gain will be 
greater than our loss.638 

The priorities of James Bogie, then based in the Glasgow circuit, were quite different. That 

same year he wrote to Robert Dall, his predecessor, about discipline at Dumfries. Dall had 

criticised some changes he had made, including apparently the non-collection of weekly 

class money. Bogie explained: 

As to the class money, you are misinformed; it is not given up, nor do I intend to give 
it up. I only proposed a change in the mode of collecting it, which was agreed to by 
those who could pay - for the sake of relieving those who could not pay; & who, 
from pride, or a false delicacy, had actually left the Class on acct. of the weekly 
penneys.639 

In 1807 Joseph Nightingale suggested in his wide-ranging review of the state of the 

Connexion that class money was usually paid as expected, but that the yield from ticket 

money was around half the suggested 1s.0d. per quarter, a judgment supported by the 

evidence reviewed here.640 One 1829 commentator claimed that: 

The capital defect of the Wesleyan Polity, in its financial department, may be traced 
to the INVARIABLE deficiency of the Societies in their Class-ratios; and this 
deficiency has compelled the Conference to resort to pulpit-appeals for help, in some 
instances unfavourable to the work of God, and which has given the Conference-
discussions an air of secularity and cupidity by no means justly merited.641 

Poverty was an issue in some localities, especially at certain times and seasons. Thus in late 

1795 - during the economic turmoil caused by the war with France - Elizabeth Ritchie, who 

led several classes at Otley, reported that: 

                                                           
638 Letter of 29 January 1790 from John Wesley to John Valton, Telford, Letters VIII, 198-199. The preachersô 

stations are at Works, Minutes, 678 

639 Swift, W.J. (1937-1938) óEarly Methodism in Dumfriesô, Part 1. PWHS XXI, 68-74, at 74 

640 Nightingale, J. (1807), Portraiture, Letter XLIII. See also Annex 6I. It is more difficult to estimate the level 

of per capita payments of class money - the ópenny a weekô contributed to the society by members of classes - 

since membership records were usually kept separately from financial records, in ósociety booksô. But what 

evidence there is suggests that class members were more assiduous in paying their society dues than were 

societies in paying their circuit dues  

641 Welch, C. (1829), Wesleyan Polity, 130 
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é.out of four classes which I frequently meet, three-fourths of them are indigent 
persons; and, if I had not had access to the purses of some friends who are able and 
willing to help them, I should often have occasion to mourn, instead of rejoicing, on 
their account.642 

Another problem was that some members were irregular in their attendance at classes, such 

that the membership numbers as reported did not necessarily reflect reality. In 1762 Wesley 

lamented that of some 600 members in Norwich, around a third did not attend classes, and 

many of the rest were not fully involved in the life of the society: 

I transcribed the society at Norwich. But two hundred of them I made no account of, 
as they met no class. About four hundred remained, half of who appeared to be in 
earnest.643 

Twenty years later, the problem persisted, as this 1782 letter from one preacher - Joseph 

Sanderson - to a colleague makes evident: 

I am going to put our Rules in execution here more than usual. Our discipline has 
been so very lax, the Class-papers always give me pain when I look them over; there 
are numbers of them meet their Class once or twice a Quarter. I told them the other 
day I would have no such Members amongst us; I would put them all out of the 
Society who neglected them except a good reason could be assigned for their being 
absent.644 
 

Two years later, on his arrival at Canterbury, Yewdall lamented: 

I suppose there are about fifty on the class papers, but only about half of óem meet 
well, or at all.645 

                                                           
642 Letter of October 1795 from Elizabeth Ritchie to Mrs. Jones. Duke I, CO6, Elizabeth (Ritchie) Mortimer 

Correspondence, (1774-1836) and undated: Appendix to Bulmer, A. (1836?), Memoirs of Elizabeth Mortimer. 

Letter XXXI, 346-349, at 348. The Otley Society accounts for 1782-1798 show that for a decade classes led 

by Ritchie contributed typically Ã5-Ã6 a year to society funds; in 1793 their total contribution fell to Ã3.31, and 

from 1794 no contributions were recorded: Wesley College Library, Wesley College Collection, D1/5, Otley 

Methodist Society Account Book (1782-1799) (photocopy)  

643 Entry for 16 January 1762, Works, Journal IV, 350 

644 Letter of 2 October 1782 from Joseph Sanderson (then in Edinburgh) to Samuel Bardsley (then at Berwick), 

in Simon, J. S. (1916). óThe letters of Joseph Sanderson.ô PWHS X, 135-140, 146-151, 188-191, at 148-149 

645 Entry for 29 August 1784, MARC, Yewdall Diary, vol. 2  
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Analysis of society accounts suggests that there was considerable variation in class receipts 

even within a single society: at Osmotherley in Yorkshire in 1750, all three classes recorded 

fluctuating weekly incomes: thus James Hunton collected 3d. from his class on 1 February 

but 3s.4d. on 1 March (thought the former receipt was, sadly, more typical).646 At St. Just in 

Cornwall in 1785, only two of the nine classes broadly achieved the target revenues of a 

penny a week, raising 3s.11d. and 4s.0d. respectively; one class collected only 1s.8d., and 

the societyôs average for the year was 2s.6d. per member647 

However, especially once societies acquired chapels and other property, new sources of 

revenue might become available, notably seat rents, though this depended on the stance taken 

by local chapel trustees.648 Thus in 1770, for example, the society at Hull, then based in a 

former Baptist meeting-house, depended on class contributions and the Quarterly Collection 

for 91 per cent of its income; after opening its own chapel in Manor Alley in 1771 it enjoyed 

growing income from seat rents, which by 1787 generated 30 per cent of its income.649 

At the same time, society and more especially circuit costs were multiplying. While chapel 

capital costs were borne by chapel trustees, their running costs often fell at least in part to 

the local society; and the continual increase in the numbers of married preachers with 

children pushed up their costs also.  

                                                           
646 Osmotherley Society Book, 35-36 

647 Cornwall Record Office, St. Just in Penwith Account Book. Data are annualised from the three quarterly 

entries for 1785 which remain legible 

648 Seat rents are discussed in more detail in chapters four and five 

649 Chapel history from www.hullhistorycentre.org.uk, accessed October 2014 

http://www.hullhistorycentre.org.uk/
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In these circumstances, the circuit Quarterly Meeting sought essentially to match regular 

income to routine expenditure.650 Though, as already noted, this often meant that preachers 

lived in straitened circumstances, at its best, as recorded by the preacher Thomas Taylor in 

1780s Sheffield, it led to profoundly positive discussions between preachers and people on 

how best to support and develop their shared mission: 

Our Quarterly Meetings were conducted with great harmony and concord: everyone 
took such care that we never ran short of money, so that there were no complaints, 
nor was there cause. As they felt and cared for their ministers, they considered 
everything in the way of housekeeping was become dear, and with great cheerfulness 
augmented the assistance to support the preachers and their families.651  

Usually this partnership between preachers and stewards seems to have worked well; thus in 

Armagh in 1767 the preachers and stewards reviewed circuit finances and resolved that: 

....from henceforth every member in each Society shall pay one penny in every 
quarter, to go towards defraying the extraordinary expenses of the Round. The 
Stewards of the respective Societies to be answerable for this.652 

Difficulties could, however, occur. For example, in 1772 Wride found that the sums 

collected in his new Newry circuit towards the preachersô quarterage were insufficient to 

support the team.653 In a letter of November 1772 he explained: 

The collections at Q[uarterly] M[eeting] amounted to Ã6.16s.0İd. English for 3 
P[reachers]; now when shoes, turnpikes, buying or repairing of furniture, and many 
other unavoidable expences is defrayôd, (to say nothing of changing or buying of a 
horse), what will keep us from going in rags? & let it be divided between 4; & then 
how will about Ã1.14s.0d. hold out? é. I have not attempted the General Collection: 
money is remarkably scarce, it usually is so at this time especiallyé.654 

                                                           
650 It would be interesting to examine whether these financial arrangements secured preachers of good calibre. 

One indication would be the extent to which Wesleyan preachers were sought as recruits by other religious 

groups: as noted in chapter one, for example, Bradburn was apparently courted by the Independents 

651 óThe Life of Mr. Thomas Taylor, Written by Himself.ô Jackson V, 58-59 

652 Lynn, J. M. (1885). A Short History of Wesleyan Methodism on the Armagh Circuit. Belfast, Allen, Son 

and Allen, 12 

653 Nehemiah Price, John Murray, John Price, and Wride himself: Works, Minutes, 408 

654 Letter of 2 November 1772 from Thomas Wride to unknown addressee. Duke I, Wride Papers, Letter-book 

no. 2 
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Two years later Wride was appointed to the Athlone circuit, to serve alongside John Floyd 

and Jonathan Hern.655 He had to travel from his previous post in York, whereas the other 

two were already based in Ireland.656 By the time that he arrived, they had divided the 

quarterage money between themselves, leaving nothing for him, which led to a prolonged 

dispute which he detailed in a letter of 1784. While the problem again originated in the 

limited financial capacity of the circuit, it was exacerbated by tension within the preaching 

team. As Wride later explained - still resentful, ten years on: 

I got in to the circuit before Quarter Day, but they [ie. Floyd and Hern] had kept 
Quarter Meeting before, and with honesty peculiar to themselves had pocketed all 
the money. John Floyd had got Ã8.0s.0d., and Jonathan Hern had got Ã4.0s.1d. - they 
left not a single farthing for me, although I had come such a distance.657 

In 1779 Bradburn, then stationed in Dublin, noted in his memorandum book his power 

struggle with a local steward: 

My chief uneasiness at present arises from one of the stewards, whom Mr. Wesley 
ordered me to change. He refuses to be changed, or to give up either the money or 
the books. I bless God for a degree of patience....658 

In 1782 Rogers was accused of theft by some of the membership in Macclesfield, but 

meticulous record keeping by the stewards saved the day. He recalled the incident in his 

personal account book: 

Macclesfield 1782.  James Lane, Joe Roe, and Robert Johnson, & some others whom 
they influenced, occation me trouble.  Among other slanders, they reported I had got 
9 guineas of Mr. Robinson, Steward at Burslem, to cary to Mr. Ryle of Macclesfield 
& had never accounted for it.  I was so happy however as to produce the following 
acknowledgment: 

                                                           
655 Works, Minutes, 430 

656 Works, Minutes, 417-418 

657 Undated copy of letter from Thomas Wride to an unnamed correspondent. From internal evidence, the letter 

was probably written in 1784, possibly to either John Fenwick or Melville Horne, who had been posted to 

Liverpool that year alongside Jonathan Hern, against whom the letter offers various warnings. Duke I, Wride 

Papers, Second Manuscript Notebook, labelled óManuscript Book written by Thos. Wride, & bought of J. 

Everett. L. Tyerman. Liverpool. May 29/63ô 

658 Entry for December 1779, MARC, Bradburn Journal, vol. 1 
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óReceived ye 11th. October 1782 from Mr. Rogers, as under, Ã9.9.0 on 
account of Burslem Circuit.  John Ryle.ô 

The Stewardsô Books when reffered to confirmôd it, so they could not do this in 
ignorance.  Here they were silenced. 

I still keep the original, with a sufficiency of other papers & accounts relating to the 
affairs of Macclesfield which fully prepares me to answer any accusation of the most 
malignant mind from that quarter.659       

And in 1783 the Frome society was beset by membersô concerns that expenditure was 

exceeding income. The society steward refused to clarify the position, and was backed by 

the preacher, who expelled the main complainants: when they appealed to Wesley, he was 

critical of the preacherôs action.660 

The evidence reviewed here suggests nonetheless that in general societies and circuits 

managed to survive day-to-day, though often at the cost of hardship for the itinerant 

preachers. What they often could not finance were major one-off costs, such as buying a 

preacher a horse, furnishing the preachersô house, or clearing the circuit debt. There were 

two strategies for raising the finance for exceptional expenditure, or indeed for contributions 

to shared Connexional causes. The first, as we have seen, was for the preacher, society or 

circuit to resort to a special collection. The second strategy was to seek help from elsewhere 

in the Connexion. 

The national dimension 

From the outset, societies and circuits operated within a framework of Connexional policies 

and practices. While John Wesley lived, his own views rather than documented procedures 

were definitive, and as noted he took an active interest in local financial matters, including 

the performance of stewards, and the sums yielded by class and ticket money. Thus in 1766 

                                                           
659 MARC, Rogers Account Book. This was perhaps the dispute in which Wesley sought to mediate in 1783: 

see his journal entry for 29 August 1783, Works, Journal VI, 288. Rogers was based in the Macclesfield circuit 

in both 1782-1783 and 1783-1784; see Works, Minutes, 521, 533 

660 Tuck, S. (1837), Methodism in Frome, 51-53 
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he discussed the creation of a new circuit in Northern Ireland with one of the preachers in 

Athlone, John Whitehead: 

I am of your mind that there is need of three preachers in the North, and that there 
would be sufficient provision for them.... If they can persuade the people to give a 
penny a quarter for horses, it may prevent much inconvenience. If James Morgan 
judges it best, I have no objection to James Mears being the General Steward.661 

But by the late 1780s, Wesleyanism was no longer John Wesleyôs personal fiefdom; it was 

becoming a sophisticated organisation with an increasingly powerful central bureaucracy. 

And part of what made Connexionalism real at society and circuit level was the regular flow 

of money to and from the centre. 

In 1749, as already noted, the Conference agreed to set up a General Fund;662 by 1763, when 

an annual collection was introduced, its objects were detailed as the reduction of the growing 

burden of chapel debt; enabling more local preachers to itinerate, by paying off their debts;663 

and the support of evangelism in Scotland, Ireland and beyond.664 

In 1765, the first year in which some account of the óyearly subscriptionô appeared in the 

Minutes, Ã578 was devoted to paying off chapel debts, Ã39 on legal action, and only Ã53 on 

preachers;665 and the Conference decided not to accept two candidates for the itinerant 

ministry óunless we could pay their debts.ô666 Over the next decade, as Annex 6N shows, 

some Ã18,000 was raised in a series of fund-raising campaigns to reduce the Connexionôs 

                                                           
661 Letter of 15 October 1766 from John Wesley to John Whitehead. Telford, Letters V, 29 

662 Works, Minutes, 232, [Ä4]; Works, Minutes, óLarge Minutes 1753-1763ô, 870, [Ä72] 

663 Some of which had also been incurred to help finance the construction of chapels - see chapters four and 

five 

664 Works, Minutes óLarge Minutes 1753-1763ô, 870-873, [Ä72]. See also the account in Works, Minutes, 

Introduction, 55-56 

665 Works, Minutes, 308, Qs. 8-9 

666 Works, Minutes, 311, Q.[23] 
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mountain of chapel debt.667 In both relative and absolute terms, the peak year was 1768: the 

Ã5,660 collected then was unsurpassed in the eighteenth century, and represented some 

4s.0d. per member, again a uniquely high figure. Collections remained at high levels until 

1773 (Ã2,214, or about 1s.4d. per member); but thereafter yields stabilised at some 4d. per 

member, rising in line with membership growth.     

Thereafter too, an increasing proportion of the Collection was devoted to subsidising those 

circuits which were unable to finance their preaching team fully: in most and possibly all 

years between 1782 and 1800 the funds were spent predominantly on preachers and their 

families. Inherently, the system resulted in the richer circuits subsidising the poorer, and this 

was made explicit in 1791;668 though the earliest circuit breakdown of receipts and 

expenditure dates only from 1796. This was produced in response to pressure on the senior 

preachers, from chapel trustees amongst others, for greater openness in financial matters; a 

circular of 7 August 1797 explained that the preachers had made ósacrifices in respect of 

authorityô in various areas, for example in agreeing to the annual publication of óa very 

minute account of the disbursements or application of the Yearly Collection.ô669 In 1798, ten 

wealthy circuits alone contributed around a quarter of the Yearly and Kingswood 

Collections.670   

By then, however, central spending had long outstripped the capacity of the Yearly 

Collection.  

                                                           
667 See previous chapter 

668 When priority was given to óthe poor circuits of Englandô, once the needs of Scotland, Ireland, Wales and 

France had been met - Works, Minutes, 766-767, Q.27 

669 Minutes I, 391 

670 The circuits were Bristol, Hull, Leeds, Liverpool, London, Manchester, Penzance, Redruth, Sheffield and 

York; they contributed in total 24.9 and 25.7 per cent respectively of the sums raised. There were 149 circuits 

at the time. Source: Minutes I, 437-440 
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Conclusions 

The bedrock of the Wesleyan polity was the local membership, who met in classes and 

bands, which were in turn grouped together as societies within circuits and (from 1791) 

districts. Preaching teams were based in each circuit and ministered to their local societies. 

Finances were managed by lay stewards, within a framework of national regulation overseen 

by the annual preachersô Conference. 

The weekly penny contributions of members were the largest source of income for societies, 

but over time their sources of income diversified. Seat rents were sometimes a major 

component, and collections, both regular and occasional - grew in importance. Both 

societiesô and circuitsô expenditure was focused on the support of preaching, but circuitsô 

financial affairs were simpler and more standardised than those of societies. 

Perhaps because receipts from quarterly ticket money often fell short, preachers and stewards 

worked hard to keep circuits financially viable, and tensions sometimes occurred. While in 

general societies and circuits managed to survive day-to-day, and local revenues collectively 

far outweighed national Connexional income, major one-off local costs, such as buying a 

preacher a horse, often drove circuits to organize special local collections, or to seek help 

from the centre. 

The financial as well as spiritual health of the circuits was assessed annually at the 

Conference, with central grants then being paid accordingly. Up to the mid 1770s these were 

used mainly to subsidise chapel construction and clear accumulated debts, but from the 

1780s Connexional grants were devoted primarily to preachers and their families. By the 

1790s the movement was dependent on complicated flows of money between sources 
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including the Yearly and Kingswood Collections, the Preachersô Fund, and the commercially 

successful Book Room.671 It is to the Book Room that we now turn. 

 

 

  

                                                           
671 The Preachersô Fund is the subject of chapter three; the Kingswood Collection is discussed in chapter nine; 

the overall financial situation is covered in chapter ten 
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Chapter 7. THE WESLEYAN METHODIST BOOK ROOM  

Introduction 

Alongside itinerant preaching, and chapel construction and acquisition, publishing was a 

third key tool used by Wesleyans to propagate the Gospel. Its history, too, exemplifies the 

tension embedded in the movement between the urgent desire to expend maximum resources 

on this evangelistic mission, and the practical reality that the publication and dissemination 

of books and pamphlets was expensive. The strategy which emerged melded the spiritual 

authority of Wesley and his preachers with a commercial approach to production and 

distribution. The outcome was not simply that Wesleyan Methodist publications were made 

widely accessible; the Book Room also began to generate significant profits and may 

ultimately have saved the Connexion from financial collapse.     

Reading was integral to John Wesleyôs vision for the Methodist people. In successive 

Conference Minutes and correspondence, he gave detailed guidance not only on what they 

should read but how - and how often - they should do so. Thus in November 1790 he told 

one preacher:  

It cannot be that the people should grow in grace unless they give themselves to 
reading. A reading people will always be a knowing people.672  

The Wesleyan Methodist Book Room developed in a relatively unsophisticated business 

environment: a predominantly agricultural economy, in which transport was slow and 

uncertain and financial systems rudimentary. However, change was afoot, for example with 

the emergence of national markets in some consumer goods, as incomes rose and transport 

links improved.673 The book trade exemplified these developments, and in the eighteenth 

                                                           
672 Letter of 8 November 1790 from John Wesley to George Holder. Telford, Letters VIII, 247 

673 For a general discussion of the business environment, see Wilson, J. F. (1995). British Business History, 

1720-1994. Manchester and New York, Manchester University Press. On transport, see Szostak, R. (1991). 

The Role of Transportation in the Industrial Revolution. Montreal and London, McGill-Queen's University 
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century both the supply of and the demand for books and other publications increased 

significantly.674 

For example, newspaper circulation rose from 7.3 million in 1750 to 16 million in 1801;675 

and newspapers often had multiple readers, perhaps ten to twenty per copy.676 A new 

occupation of ónewsmenô appeared, who walked or rode regular rounds, typically twice-

weekly, of forty miles or so, often also carrying books, patent medicines and other goods for 

sale on behalf of their employers.677 As Cranfield reports: 

The distribution system of the early provincial newspaper appears to have been so 
effective that it reached even those readers in the most remote and isolated hamlets 
and farm-housesé..678 

A small number of London bookseller-publishers, often working in partnership, dominated 

the book trade, in which both the risks and the potential rewards were high. The industry 

                                                           
Press; Gerhold, D. (1996). óProductivity change in road transport before and after turnpiking, 1690-1840ô, 

Economic History Review, (49) (3), 491-515; and Gerhold, D. (2014). óThe development of stage coaching 

and the impact of turnpike roads, 1653-1840ô, Economic History Review, (67) (3), 818-845. On the 

development of a national consumer market, see McKendrick, N., J. Brewer and J. H. Plumb, (eds.). (1982). 

The Birth of a Consumer Society: the commercialization of eighteenth-century England. London, Europa 

Publications; and Berg, M. (2005). Luxury and Pleasure in Eighteenth-Century Britain. Oxford, Oxford 

University Press, 139-143 

674 For a detailed account see Suarez, M. F. and M. L. Turner, (eds.). (2009). The Cambridge History of the 

Book in Britain, Vol. 5, 1695-1830. Cambridge, Cambridge University Press. See also Shevlin, E. F., (ed.). 

(2010). The History of the Book in the West. Vol. 3, 1700-1800. Farnham, Ashgate 

675 Heyd, U. (2012). Reading Newspapers: press and public in eighteenth-century Britain and America. Oxford, 

Voltaire Foundation, 16-17. Data are for newspapers paying duty under the 1712 Stamp Act  

676 Heyd, U. (2012), Reading Newspapers, 21-22, citing Barker, H. (2000). Newspapers, Politics and English 

Society, 1695-1855. Harlow, Longman, 23-24 

677 One such was Thomas Cross, who distributed the Bristol Gazette: his own account of his providential escape 

from drowning was published by Wesley in 1776 - Baker Catalogue #315  

678 Cranfield, G. A. (1962). The Development of the Provincial Newspaper 1700-1760. Oxford, Clarendon 

Press. 204 



194 
 

was characterised by multiple editions of small print runs - perhaps 1,000 copies on average 

- which helped to manage the risk.  

Book production was financed using a wide variety of financial and legal arrangements.679 

The key question was who would take the primary risk of buying the paper and financing 

the printing work.680 Production costs - paper, printing, and initial binding - typically 

amounted to 25 per cent of the cover price; marketing and distribution took 25-30 per cent, 

and 45-50 per cent remained to be shared between author and publisher (see Annex 7A). 

Many authors sold the copyright in an edition, wholly or in part, to a bookseller-publisher, 

who would then sell copies at a trade price - typically around 70 per cent of the cover price 

- to a wholesaler. She or he would sell copies at a discount to London or provincial 

booksellers, who supplied retail customers; but there were many variants, including part-

works,681 and subscription publishing.682  

                                                           
679 For accounts of the eighteenth century book trade, see for example Cochrane, J. A. (1964). Dr. Johnson's 

Printer: the Life of William Strahan. London, Routledge and Kegan Paul; Feather, J. (1985). The Provincial 

Book Trade in Eighteenth-Century England. Cambridge, Cambridge University Press; Feather, J. (1988). A 

History of British Publishing. London, New York, Sydney, Croom Helm; and St. Clair, W. (2004). The 

Reading Nation in the Romantic Period. Cambridge, Cambridge University Press 

680 For typical eighteenth century printing costs, see for example Raven, J. (2007). The Business of Books: 

booksellers and the English book trade 1450-1850. Yale, CT, Yale University Press., especially chapters 5, and 

7-10; Cochrane, J. A. (1964), Johnson's Printer, 13-20; and Plant, M. (1974). The English Book Trade: an 

economic history of the making and sale of books. London, Allen and Unwin 

681 Feather, J. (1988), History, 114 

682 The Lincolnshire apothecary Matthew Flinders recorded in his journal the efforts of the óimpostorô 

clergyman Wilson, who apparently collected over 16,000 subscriptions for a Commentary on the Liturgy which 

was never delivered. Beardsley, M. and N. Bennett, (eds.). (2007). 'Gratefull to Providence': The diary and 

accounts of Matthew Flinders. Lincoln, Boydell Press for the Lincoln Record Society. Entries for 29 July 1778 

(pages 71-72) and 15 May 1779 (82). Flinders subscribed - and lost - 3s.6d.; Wilson conceivably made Ã2,800  
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The market for religious books was massive - perhaps over 50,000 religious titles were 

published in the eighteenth century, including almost 15,000 sermons and sermon 

collections.683 The Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge (SPCK) sponsored the mass 

distribution of Bibles and devotional works;684 and the Evangelical Revival spawned 

networks for the circulation of books and pamphlets amongst preachers and congregations, 

such as that run by Whitefieldôs agent John Syms.685  

Why John Wesley became a publisher 

Wesley entered this market in order to spread the Gospel, encourage moral reformation in 

society, and to support the members of his Connexion in living purposeful, productive and 

healthy lives. As he explained in his Arminian Magazine in 1781: 

Two and forty years ago, having a desire to furnish poor people with cheaper, shorter, 
and plainer books than any I had seen, I wrote many small tracts, generally a penny 
apiece; and afterwards several larger. Some of these had such a sale as I never thought 
of; and by this means I unawares became rich. But I never desired or endeavoured 
after it.686 

By the time he died in 1791, his publishing operations had grown hugely in scale and scope. 

Wesleyôs 1740 booklist - perhaps the first - lists only ten publications; a 1760 list covered 

158; and by 1780 a published catalogue listed 264.687 In 1790 Wesleyôs Book Room 

                                                           
683 Feather, J. (1986). óBritish Publishing in the Eighteenth Century: a preliminary subject analysisô, The 

Library, Sixth Series (8), 32-46. See also Gibson, W. (2012). óThe British sermon 1689-1901: quantities, 

performance, and cultureô, chapter 1 in Francis, K. A., and W. Gibson, (eds.). (2012). The Oxford Handbook 

of the British Sermon 1689-1901. Oxford, Oxford University Press 

684 See Allen, W. O. B., and E. McClure. (1898). Two Hundred Years: the history of the Society for Promoting 

Christian Knowledge. 1698-1898. London, S.P.C.K. By 1738 the SPCK was distributing some 20,000 volumes 

a year - see 465. See also Lowther Clarke, W. K. (1959). The History of the S.P.C.K. London, S.P.C.K. 

685 It was to Syms that the evangelical clergyman William Grimshaw first turned when seeking tracts for free 

distribution in the 1740s. See Baker, F. (1963). William Grimshaw (1708-1763). London, Epworth Press, 63  

686 AM IV (1781), 75 

687 Baker Catalogue, #64A 
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probably issued over 150,000 individual works, and it has been estimated that over his 

lifetime he dispersed over 20 million volumes and tracts.688 He came to own his own printing 

shop, and his Connexion ran a wholesale and retail book distribution network able to reach 

towns and villages throughout the British Isles, and beyond.689         

Altick describes Wesleyôs approach as unique, encouraging a mass readership through 

dissemination of books accessible both in language and price.690 As Wesley explained to 

Hopper in 1769: 

It is true, most of the Methodists are poor; but what then?  Nine in ten of them would 
be no poorer, if they were to lay out a whole penny in buying a book every other 
week in the year.  By this means, the work of God is both Widened and Deepened in 
every place. 691 

                                                           
688 Baker, F. (1954). A Charge to Keep: an introduction to the people called Methodists. Second edition. 

London, Epworth Press, 170. The most comprehensive bibliography of John Wesleyôs publications is Baker, 

F. (1991). A Union Catalogue of the Publications of John and Charles Wesley. Second edition. Stone Mountain, 

GA, George Zimmerman. Useful detail on individual publications can also be found in Green, R. (1906). The 

Works of John and Charles Wesley: a Bibliography: containing an exact account of the publications issued by 

the brothers Wesley, arranged in chronological order, with a list of the early editions, and descriptive and 

illustrative notes. Second edition. London, Methodist Publishing House 

689 This chapter focuses on Wesleyan publishing in the British Isles. An American book distribution system, 

including circuit book stewards, was apparently set up in 1775, and the American Book Room dates from 1789: 

see Case, L. D. (1966). óOrigins of Methodist publishing in Americaô, Methodist History, (April 1966) 29-41; 

Pilkington, J. P. (1968). The Methodist Publishing House: a history. Nashville, TN, and New York, NY, 

Abingdon Press, especially 4-62; and Endicott, L. (2010). óSettling the "Printing Business": John Dickins and 

the Methodist Episcopal Book Concern from 1789 to 1798ô, Methodist History, 48 (2) (January 2010) 81-91. 

Books published in the British Isles were exported to America, and local editions of popular works were also 

produced, but neither topic is considered further below, except in respect of the financial modelling 

690 Altick, R. D. (1998). The English Common Reader: a social history of the mass reading public, 1800-1900. 

Ohio, OH, Ohio State University Press, 35-37 

691 Letter of 20 November 1769 from John Wesley to Christopher Hopper. Telford, Letters V, 161. Wesleyôs 

proposal would equate to annual average sales of around 2s.0d. - ie. four cheap publications - per member 
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And Rivers has noted that by adopting, for most of his publications, the small duodecimo 

format, Wesley was clearly producing cheap books to be carried around.692   

His core target readership was amongst the manufacturing workers and labourers who 

dominated Methodist membership lists.693 Tolar Burton has argued that most of the Book 

Room portfolio was designed to support John Wesleyôs clear and detailed views of 

Methodist spiritual practice and daily life, including functioning in the absence of a 

preacher.694 As he advised the Bristol societies in 1764: 

é.do not encourage raw young men to exhort among you.  It does little good to 
either you or them.  Rather, in every Society, where you have not an experienced 
preacher, let one of the leaders read the Notes or the Christian Library.695 

An indication of his priorities can be found in successive comments in Conference Minutes 

on what every household should have. Thus the Large Minutes of 1763 (and subsequently) 

include these remarks addressed to the preachers in charge of Wesleyan preaching circuits: 

....6. The Societies are not half supplied with books, not even with Kempis, 
óInstructions for Childrenô, and Primitive Physic, which ought to be in every 
house.696   

However Wesley also published works specifically for his preachers;697 and a series of 

textbooks for the Wesleyan Kingswood school.698 He sought sales, too, in the wider 

                                                           
692 Rivers, I. óDissenting and Methodist books of practical divinityô, in Rivers, I., (ed.). (1982). Books and 

their Readers in Eighteenth-Century England. Leicester, Leicester University Press, 153 

693 See Annex 2B(E) on Wesleyan membership 

694 Tolar Burton, V. (2008). Spiritual Literacy in John Wesleyôs Methodism. Waco, TX, Baylor University 

Press, 251-263 

695 Letter of October 1764 from John Wesley óto the Societies at Bristolô. Telford, Letters IV, 272 

696 Works, Minutes, óLarge Minutes 1753-1763ô, 867 

697 Notably his fifty-volume Christian Library, issued from 1749 - Baker Catalogue #131 

698 Such as A Short Greek Grammar (1765), Baker Catalogue #233 
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community, and many Book Room publications, including his social and political 

pamphlets, and some hymnals, were designed to appeal to a wide audience.699 

Wesley’s business methods700 

John Wesley always insisted that all publications in Great Britain had his personal 

approval;701 there were similar rules for Ireland and America.702 In 1789, the British 

Conference stated: 

Q22. Are there any directions to be given concerning the books? A. No books are to 
be published without Mr. Wesleyôs sanction; and those which are approved of by 
him shall be printed in his press in London, and sold by his book-keeper. 703   

Though he worked within the contemporary book trade, he also challenged it: in his retention 

of copyright, and declining reliance on external capital; in his use of provincial printers, and 

in time of his own printing press; and in his creation of a dedicated wholesaling and retailing 

operation. Over time the Book Room óvalue chainô was internalised: more of the operation 

                                                           
699 For example the 1777 pamphlet A Calm Address to the Inhabitants of England (Baker Catalogue #316). On 

page 19 of the first London edition (printed by Joseph Fry) Wesley comments: óHitherto I have addressed 

myself to my Countrymen in general. But I would add a word to you in particular, who bear a Religious 

Character: whether you are members of the established Church, or Dissenters of any denomination.ô   

700 I am most grateful to Professor Isabel Rivers for information and advice relating to this section  

701 Works, Minutes, 235, Q.15. This was foreshadowed in a less stringent 1747 decision on the vetting of 

pamphlets - Works, Minutes, 190, Q.7 

702 Works, Minutes, 988, 1787 Irish Minutes, Q.19. A.(20); (1813) American Minutes, 1773 Conference, 6, 

Rule 4  

703 Works, Minutes, 701, Q.22. The rules were not always observed, hence their repetition 
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was brought in-house, and reliance on external suppliers fell.704 The imprints at the front of 

Book Room publications show this process - see Annex 7B.705  

(i) Sources of capital 

Unlike many of his contemporaries, Wesley retained the copyright in most if not all of his 

publications, and was able to bequeath it.706 Though initially dependent on external finance 

for book production, from around 1740 he was primarily acting as an author-publisher. Of 

the first ten documented works which he published in England, eight were óprinted forô - and 

presumably financed by - someone else.707  

                                                           
704 The concept of the óvalue chainô was developed in Porter, M. E. (1985). Competitive Advantage: creating 

and sustaining superior performance. New York, NY, Free Press. In its classic formulation it comprises 

inbound logistics (eg. paper supply), operations (eg. printing and binding), outbound logistics, marketing and 

sales, and service. For a recent critique see Chesbrough, H. (2011), óBringing Open Innovation to Servicesô, 

MIT Sloan Management Review, Winter 2011, 85-90   

705 Feather, J. (1985), Provincial Book Trade, 60-62 

706 Under Charles and Sally Wesleyôs marriage settlement, copyright in a list of named Book Room 

publications was due to be vested in a trust to fund an annual Ã100 payment to the couple, but this provision 

was not implemented. Instead, the payment was made directly from annual Book Room profits. See Norris, C. 

M. (2013). óUntying the Knot: The afterlife of Charles and Sally Wesley's marriage settlement 1749-1800.ô 

Proceedings of the Charles Wesley Society, Vol. 17, 49-63 

707 They were A Collection of Forms of Prayer for Every Day in the Week (probably fourth edition, 1738), 

Baker Catalogue #1, printed for James Hutton; The Christianôs Pattern; or a Treatise of the Imitation of Christ 

(1735), Baker Catalogue #2, printed for Charles Rivington; Advice to a Young Clergyman (1735), Baker 

Catalogue #4, also printed for Rivington; A Sermon Preached at St. Maryôs in Oxford, on Sunday, September 

21, 1735 (1735), Baker Catalogue #5, also printed for Rivington; A Collection of Psalms and Hymns (1738), 

Baker Catalogue #7, printed for Hutton; A Sermon on Salvation by Faith (1738), Baker Catalogue #8, also 

printed for Hutton; The Doctrine of Salvation, Faith and Good Works, (second edition, 1739), Baker Catalogue 

#9, also printed for Hutton; and An Abstract of the Life and Death of the Reverend Learned and Pious Mr. 

Tho. Halyburton (1739), Baker Catalogue #10, printed for John Oswald  
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Thereafter, with few exceptions, the Book Room used the revenue from existing 

publications, or subscriptions, to finance new ones.708     

(ii) Printing 

Wesley was determined to serve a national - indeed international - market, and took 

advantage of the growing numbers of printers operating outside London, especially in 

Bristol.709 As Annex 7C shows, three-quarters of Wesleyôs first editions were produced by 

only four printing houses: the Farleys, William Strahan, Pine, and his own press. Over the 

1735-1775 period an estimated 50 per cent of the titles and 60 per cent of the publications 

produced in Bristol were Methodist, peaking at over 75 per cent in the 1740s. Indeed Barry 

claims that: 

é.the impact of Methodism on Bristolôs output is clear - and it was the effect of this 
publishing that pushed Bristol ahead of its other provincial rivals in printing in the 
middle decades of the century.710 

Wesleyôs use of various printers in different centres reflected his concern with quality 

control, his own physical movements, and the geography of the Connexion; most of his 

works were printed in London, Bristol or Newcastle; often in more than one of these cities. 

                                                           
708 Baker, F. (1984). John Wesley London Publisher 1733-1791. London, Friends of Wesley's Chapel 

(unpaginated). The only exceptions which I have found in the Baker Catalogue or ESTC are Instructions for 

Children (1745, Baker Catalogue #62); Hymns on the Great Festivals (1746, Baker Catalogue #94); Charles 

Wesleyôs 1755 Epistle to the Reverend Mr. John Wesley (Baker Catalogue #173); and two later Irish editions 

- a 1775 edition of Thoughts upon Slavery ( ESTC #T174654, Baker Catalogue #298) and a 1779 edition of 

Popery Calmly Considered ( ESTC #T16568, Baker Catalogue #336)    

709 Bristol had long been a major centre for book distribution: Spufford reports that it housed the largest 

concentration outside London of the 2,500 or so chapmen licenced during the first year of operation of the 

1697-1698 legislation (134, as against Londonôs 501). Spufford, M. (1981), Small Books, 118-119      

710 Barry, J. (1992). óMethodism and the Press in Bristol 1735-1775.ô Address given on 24 October 1992, at 

Kenn Road Methodist Church, Clevedon. Reprinted in Bulletin of the Wesley Historical Society, Bristol 

Branch, Bulletin no. 64, 1-19 
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Sometimes, as was common practice, successive editions would be produced by the same 

printer over a period of years; on other occasions, presumably in order to maximise the 

number of quick sales through widespread distribution, multiple editions appeared 

simultaneously. Thus editions printed by William Pine or the Farleys in Bristol might well 

have been distributed by their newsmen; John Gooding, Wesleyôs printer in Newcastle in 

the 1740s, also had close links to the newspaper trade.711 

Eventually, in 1779, Wesley established his own printing press, and thereafter this produced 

most of his publications. By 1804 it employed five staff, plus apprentices, at an annual wage 

cost of some Ã240 - see Annex 7D. It is clear from Wesleyôs final will and a subsequent 

inventory that there were at least two presses, valued in 1791 at Ã18 each; but the key capital 

cost was the type (valued at Ã140).712 

(iii) Marketing and distribution  

As Heyd has pointed out: 

In a way, the newspapers were at the forefront of the much debated óconsumer 
revolutionô, both as branded products within a highly competitive consumer-oriented 
market and as indispensable cogs within consumerism (mainly through 
advertisements).713 

Like his contemporaries, Wesley used advertising in newspapers and periodicals though, it 

seems, only rarely: on average one advertisement appeared in the London press per year. 

After relatively intensive advertising initially - twenty-five advertisements in the decade 

1735-1744, and seven in the next five years - Wesley made little use of the approach 

                                                           
711 Anon, (1923). óThe Press in Newcastle-upon-Tyne in the Eighteenth Century.ô PWHS XIV, 181-186 

712 The National Archives, PROB 11/1203, records that in a codicil of 25 February 1789 Wesley bequeathed 

his óprinting pressesô in trust for the benefit of the Methodist Conference; details of the printing equipment are 

in Duke II, Box 118 c.1, 1791 Book Room Inventory   

713 Heyd, U. (2012), Reading Newspapers, 255 
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thereafter, except in 1765 to launch his Explanatory Notes upon the Old Testament.714 The 

increasing scale and sophistication of the Connexion, and his own celebrity, reduced the 

need for advertisements, and his last national press advertisement appeared in 1781 (see 

Annex 7E).  

Other marketing tools were available. Some works were published by subscription, and 

promoted through the dissemination of prospectuses: 6,000 prospectuses for the Explanatory 

Notes upon the New Testament (1755) were printed.715 

The same pattern can be seen in respect of wholesale and retail distribution. In the early 

years, Wesley probably relied primarily upon a small number of London-based commercial 

wholesalers and retailers - including the leading distributor of religious books, Thomas Trye. 

In the 1740s and 1750s booksellers such as Trye, Butler, Robinson, and James all played a 

significant role;716 and, as already suggested, the newsmen employed by his provincial 

printers may well also have distributed Book Room publications. Friends and sympathisers 

also supported the operation; thus from the late 1730s, unsold books were stored at Charles 

Wesleyôs lodgings, with the brazier Thomas Bray of Smithfield.717  

However, from 1739 John Wesley was also running his own wholesale and retail operation. 

Initially this was probably informal and far from comprehensive in geographical coverage. 

Wesley distributed his own publications; thus when travelling to Newcastle-upon-Tyne in 

May 1744, Viney recorded in his diary that: 

                                                           
714 Baker Catalogue #234 

715 Entries for May-July 1754, Maslen, K. I. D. and J. Lancaster, (eds.). (1991). The Bowyer Ledgers. London, 

Bibliographical Society, P939; the work is Baker Catalogue #172 

716 Thus for example the ESTC records that Trye appeared on the imprints of 145 publications by Wesley 

between 1742 and 1758  

717 Stevenson, G. J. (1872), City Road Chapel, 273 
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The woman at ye. St. George at Peirce Bridge seems a sober woman, with whom I 
had some discourse. Mr. Westley has callôd there more than once, and, as his usual 
way is, has left sermon books & c.718 

As late as 1790, some 2 per cent of total Book Room sales were made personally by 

Wesley.719 Before the 1768 ban on trade, some Wesleyan preachers, including Darney and 

Rowell, were itinerant traders, and perhaps this - and the use of Pineôs and the Farleysô 

newsmen - was the origin of the in-house distribution system. Wesleyôs preachers, led by 

the assistants, were expected actively to promote his publications;720 though some, such as 

Wride, struggled. In March 1786 he explained the difficulties both in increasing book sales 

in his then circuit of Norwich, and in managing the operationôs local finances. Problems 

included insufficient supplies of the óGreat Hymnbookô.721 Wride began his account thus:    

Dear Brother, Believe me, I never desired to have the care of the books; it was first 
put upon me at Grimsby.722 During that piece of a year, I had more trouble with them 
than I needed to have in the space of twelve yearsé.723    

The preachers were supplied from a growing network of warehouses and local stores. As 

early as 1744 Shent, the Leeds Methodist peruke maker and preacher, displayed Book Room 

publications in his shop window in the city centre, as Viney noted: 

Going down ye. street at Leeds, I saw in a barberôs window some of Mr. Westleyôs 
books, upon which I turnôd in and bought some pamphlets which I had not already.724 

                                                           
718 Entry for 21 May 1744. Duke I, Viney Diary, Notebook 3. The George Hotel at Piercebridge, near 

Darlington, is still in business [February 2015] 

719 Unheaded single sheet of paper in MARC, City Road Chapel Financial Accounts 

720 See chapter one 

721 Presumably the 1780 Collection, Baker Catalogue #348 

722 Where Wride had been stationed during 1782-1783: Works, Minutes, 522  

723 Letter of 13 March 1786, probably to John Atlay, London Book Steward. Duke I, Wride Papers, Letterbook 

no. 1 

724 Entry for 20 January, Duke I, Viney Diary, Notebook 1, 22   



204 
 

By then Wesley employed small staffs at the Foundery and at the Newcastle-upon-Tyne 

Orphan House, and presumably also at Bristol, whose duties included Book Room 

business.725 Newcastle initially supplied Scotland and Northern England,726 though by 1784 

the Edinburgh assistant supervised Scottish distribution;727 the first evidence of the Bristol 

operation dates from the 1750s - the anonymous óBristol stewardôs diaryô of 1752-1754 

shows that the steward was involved in organising the Book Room, proof-reading, 

negotiations with local printers, and sales.728 

By 1772 there were two joint Book Stewards in Dublin, encouraged by Wesley to distribute 

catalogues - and also, presumably, books - óall over the kingdomô.729 However a decade later, 

                                                           
725 The first two are detailed in Duke I, Viney Diary: see entry for 22 February, Notebook 1, 50; and entry for 

22 May, Notebook 2, unpaginated 

726 Viney worked there during his visit. In his diary for 23 May 1744, for example, he recorded that: óAfter 

dinner folded and stitchôd some Extracts of Lawôs Serious Call, just publishôd by Mr. Westley.ô Duke I, Viney 

Diary, Notebook 4. The work in question, A Serious Call to a Holy Life, Baker Catalogue #48, had been 

published at Newcastle-upon-Tyne in 1744. In May 1764 Wesley, while visiting Edinburgh, ordered books 

from the Orphan House to replenish local stocks - letter of 30 May 1764 from John Wesley to Matthew 

Errington, Telford, Letters IV, 246-247  

727 óMr. Watkinson at Edinburgh has now the charge of the books in Scotland, and will provide you with any 

that you want. He is the General Assistant for Scotland this year.ô Letter of 3 October 1784 from John Wesley 

to Alexander Suter, Telford, Letters VII, 242. Suter was at Dundee - see Works, Minutes, 556 for Watkinson 

and Suter 

728 Duke I, Bristol Stewardôs Diary. Entries, for example, for 3 October 1752: óFrom Nine to Ten I read Proofsô; 

10 October 1752: óWas selling of Books and answering Questions & c. till 2ô; 6 November 1752: óWaited on 

Felix Farley, about printing the Greek Grammarô; and 11 January 1753: óFrom 9 to 11 reading a Proof. 

Counting money & c. to Dinner. Cleaning ye. Book Room & c. to 4.ô  

729 Letter of 19 May 1772 from John Wesley to Alexander Clark. Telford, Letters V, 318-319. The other Book 

Steward was óBrother Kiddô 
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Rogers was regarded by Wesley as responsible for the city of Dublin only. As Rogers 

complained: 

For all my labour with the Books, I was only allowed commission for those sold in 
Town....730 

As societies increasingly acquired permanent premises, the number of local distribution 

centres grew, reaching some seventy-five by 1791. By 1760 mentions of commercial 

booksellers in Wesleyan Book Room first edition imprints were greatly reduced, and after 

1765 they almost disappear. By this stage, this evidence suggests, the Connexional 

distribution system was predominant.   

The Book Room used the postal system to communicate with the preachers and to receive 

their orders: the books themselves were probably usually sent to the local distribution centres 

by carrier, before being taken round to society members and other customers by the 

preachers themselves. Though slow, carriers were relatively inexpensive: indeed in 1804 

annual postage and carriage costs were only some 7 per cent of total costs.731 

By 1758, preachers and other authorised distributors - óone in every circuitô - were offered 

10 per cent of sales revenue as an incentive.732 In 1765 Richard Henderson, the newly 

                                                           
730 Entry for Dublin 1784-1786, MARC, Rogers Account Book. Some implications of his account are discussed 

below. Matters improved from 1791, when the Conference decided that in addition to sales commission the 

Dublin Book Steward should receive a salary of Ã20 - Works, Minutes, 771  

731 MARC, Conference Collection, Book Room (WM) Archives (1791-1932), Ms.691: Book Committee, 

Wesleyan Methodist Church, Minutes (1797-1808). Financial data presented by Lomas for discussion at the 

30 April and 4 May 1804 meetings 

732 Works, Minutes, 283-284, Q.17. In his 1795 life of Wesley, Samuel Bradburn dated the origins of the 

practice to around 1770 - Bradburn, S. (1795). A Farther Account of the Rev. John Wesley, M.A., 18-19. Peirce 

cites the Rules of the Book Room, adopted in 1806 (see Minutes II, 348, Q.23), as providing for 10 per cent 

commission on sales of the Arminian Magazine and of hymnals, for which the preachers acted as agents.  Other 

publications had to be bought by them, at a discount of 15 per cent, but could be returned if unsold. Peirce, W. 

(1873), Ecclesiastical Principles, 712-713  
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appointed assistant in Wiltshire, offered to forego it;733 but it seems that assistants typically 

shared their commission with the other preachers in their circuit.734 Certainly, income from 

book sales could be important to preachers and lay distributors,735 comprising, for example, 

8 per cent of Rogersôs income in 1780s Dublin, as noted above.736 

However, Wesley seems never to have divorced himself completely from the commercial 

trade. In February 1781 Coke wrote on his behalf to a leading London bookseller: 

Sir, Mr. Wesley is desirous of employing two or three booksellers in different parts 
of Town to sell his Publications, allowing the 25 pr. cent Profit, the usual allowance 
to Booksellers....737  

The resulting exchanges presumably led to the March 1781 newspaper advertisement for the 

newly published novel, The History of Henry, Earl of Moreland, in which four commercial 

booksellers featured alongside óMr. Wesleyôs preaching-housesô.738 

Wesleyôs marketing success was to develop a portfolio of ultimately some 300 titles which 

people wanted and could afford; a recognisable brand of cheap and readable improving 

literature; and a marketing and distribution infrastructure to disseminate it. The approach 

                                                           
733 See letter of 18 November 1765 from John Wesley to Thomas Rankin: óRd. Henderson desired that he might 

be the book-keeper this year in Wiltshire, and save me two shillings in the pound. But whoever you approve 

of, so do I. Write to Mr. Franks accordingly.ô Franks was the Book Steward in London, but Rankinôs position 

in the decision-making process is unclear: by then he was stationed in the Dales, but he had perhaps been 

Hendersonôs predecessor. Telford, Letters IV, 316, and Works, Minutes, 305-306   

734 Undated circular from Pawson (1797-1798?). Duke II, Box 119, Folder 2 

735 See chapter one 

736 Entry for Dublin 1784-1786, MARC, Rogers Account Book  

737 Letter of 24 February from Thomas Coke to [James?] Dodsley. Vickers, J. A., (ed.). (2013). The Letters of 

Dr. Thomas Coke. Nashville, TN, Kingswood Books, 25 

738 See Morning Chronicle and London Advertiser, 10 March 1781 - British Newspapers 1600-1950 database, 

accessed December 2014. The novel is Baker Catalogue #351. The advertisement also mentions a number of 

his pamphlets on current affairs  
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was not unique: John Newbery, for example, pioneered a range of marketing techniques such 

as a standard cheap binding;739 John Lewis, the Evangelical publisher, had óa ready-made 

distribution system through the itinerant preachers whose work he publicisedô;740 and 

Whitefield ran a book room, using advertising and other techniques to publicise his 

preaching tours, and his published sermons and journals were commercially successful.741 

But the scale, consistency and longevity of the Wesleyan operation was unparalleled.742 

(iv) Edition  sizes 

We have limited evidence of the edition sizes used by Wesley, although the ledgers of 

William Strahan, one of his main printers, record some 150 works printed for him, with an 

average print run of 1,984 copies.743 This confirms Bakerôs estimate of 2,000 copies for 

Wesleyôs overall output - indeed, it may be its basis.744 Shorter works tended to have longer 

print runs; but, perhaps surprisingly, there is no clear evidence of edition sizes rising over 

time - see Annex 7F. The Arminian Magazine was an exception. It was published monthly, 

though annual bound volumes were also available, cost 6d, and sold in increasing 

thousands.745   

                                                           
739 Schellenberg, B. A. (2009). óThe Second Coming of the Book,ô in Runge, L. L. and P. Rogers, (eds.). 

Producing the Eighteenth-Century Book. University of Delaware Press, Cranbury, NJ, 44-45 

740 Billington, L. óThe Religious Periodical and Newspaper Press, 1770-1870ô, in Harris, M. and A. Lee, (eds.). 

(1986). The Press in English Society from the Seventeenth to Nineteenth Centuries. Rutherford, NJ, Farleigh 

Dickinson University Press, and London, Associated University Presses, 114  

741 Lambert, F. (1990). ó"Pedlar in Divinity": George Whitefield and the Great Awakening, 1737-1745ô, Journal 

of American History, Vol. 77, 812-837. See especially 817-818 

742 Baker, F. (1984). John Wesley 

743 British Library, William Strahan Papers, Add. MS 48800-48801, Add MS 48803A-B. The sample comprises 

works where the print run was recorded 

744 Baker, F. (1984), John Wesley  

745 See Prosser, B. (2008). óAn Arrow from a Quiverô. Written instructions for a reading people: John Wesley's 

Arminian Magazine (1778-91), PhD, University of Manchester, 34, including f.n.81; Shetler, B. óProphet and 
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(v) Formats and pricing 

Wesleyôs favoured format was one of the smallest, the duodecimo, with page sizes of some 

seven inches by five inches, and this helped keep prices low: in a 1760 booklist, 78 per cent 

of titles were priced at 1s.0d. or less, and 33 per cent at 1d. or less.746 The Book Roomôs 

catalogue prices remained largely unchanged for decades. The average cover price of the 

thirty-three works which appeared both in the Wesleysô catalogue of 1750 and in the booklist 

published by Coke in 1792 was 1s.4d.: some prices increased, others reduced, but most 

stayed the same,747 over a period when consumer prices rose by some 28 per cent.748   

These modest prices can be related broadly to the incomes of his members, who were mainly 

skilled craft workers or labourers: perhaps 60 per cent were craft workers, for whom annual 

incomes of around Ã30 would be typical.749  

In 1782 Wesley launched the Methodist Tract Society, with a portfolio of thirty free 

publications, possibly as a joint venture with bookseller Thomas Scollick. This was 

influenced by the practice of the SPCK, of which his father had been a member.750 Wesleyôs 

                                                           
profit: John Wesley, publishing and the Arminian Magazine,ô Methodist History, 53 (2) (January 2015), 85-

100; and discussion in next chapter 

746 Books published by the Rev. Mr. John and Charles Wesley, ESTC #T185907 

747 The 1750, 1760, 1770 and 1783 catalogues of books published by the Wesleys are ESTC #T191147, 

T185907, T203951, and T230670 respectively; the 1792 booklist appears after page 542 in Coke, T. and H. 

Moore. (1792). The Life of the Rev. John Wesley, A.Mé.. London, Wesleyan Book Room. Nine prices were 

varied but twenty-four remained unchanged 

748 Estimated by author from data in Mokyr, J. ( 2009). The Enlightened Economy. An economic history of 

Britain 1700-1850. New Haven, CT, and London, Yale University Press, Table 18.2, 474. He is citing the 

Schumpeter Gilboy Consumer Price Index (1701-1823) 

749 See Annex 2B(E) and chapter ten 

750 For background see Mandelbrote, S. óThe publishing and distribution of religious books by voluntary 

associations: from the Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge to the British and Foreign Bible Society,ô 
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Society was similarly designed to be self-financing: the January 1782 óPlan of the Societyô 

envisaged that wealthier Methodists and sympathisers would subscribe annually, in return 

for a supply of tracts at cost price for free distribution.751 As Coke told one potential 

subscriber: 

We have a Society formed in London for the Distribution of small awakening Tracts 
among the poor at Prime Cost....the lowest Subscription is half a Guinea. If you can 
and will be a Subscriber I will send you I believe as many again of choice tracts for 
your Subscription-money as you cd. purchase for the same Money elsewhere.752 

(vi) Market penetration 

Sales of individual Wesleyan publications varied hugely, as Annex 7G shows, though 

hymnbooks and foundational texts sold especially strongly. Only broad estimates of market 

penetration are possible. First, many copies reached more than one reader. The average 

household size in pre-industrial England has been estimated at 4.75 people;753 around 40 per 

cent of the population were children, suggesting that there were typically some three adults 

per Wesleyan household;754 and it seems reasonable to assume that these publications were 

household as much as individual purchases. Second, Wesley himself envisaged that 

members might buy expensive books jointly, suggesting to one preacher in 1765: 

                                                           
in Suarez, M. F. and M. L. Turner (2009), (eds.). History of the Book, Vol. 5, 624; and Tolar Burton, V. (2008), 

Spiritual Literacy, 252-253 

751 Duke I, E. Pam. f#1144 c.1, A Plan of the Society instituted in January, 1782, to distribute religious Tracts 

among the Poor. The relationship with Scollick is unclear, but he handled subscriptions and advertised himself 

in the Tract Societyôs prospectus as a stockist of Book Room publications 

752 Letter of 4 June 1782 from Thomas Coke to George Gidley. Vickers, J. A., (ed.). (2013), Coke Letters, 33 

753 Laslett, P., and R. Wall, (eds.). (1972). Household and Family in Past Time. Cambridge, Cambridge 

University Press, 126 

754 Laslett, P. and R. Wall (1972), Household and Family, Table 4.10, 148 
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Recommend the Notes on the Old Testament in good earnest.  Every Society as a 
Society should subscribe.  Remind them everywhere that two, four, or six might join 
together for a copy, and bring the money to their leader weekly.755 

Third, there is evidence that some societies organised circulating libraries. Around 1762 

Rowell was seeking to set one up: one of his notebooks names some hundred ósubscribers 

names to the libraryô;756 and in 1842 a Methodist Magazine article suggested that the 

societies subscribing to Charles Wesleyôs 1749 hymnal were those which ran such 

libraries.757  

Local societies also bought key texts for use by visiting preachers, which was facilitated by 

the growth of the estate of chapels and preachersô houses.758 In Midsummer 1783 the St. Just 

society in Cornwall paid 9s.6d. for a copy of Wesleyôs Explanatory Notes upon the New 

Testament ófor the use of they [sic] preachersô.759 And fourth, early Methodists also shared 

publications informally: thus for example Viney recorded in January 1744: 

In ye. evening read ye. greatest part of Mr. Halyburtonôs Life & Death (as Mr. 
Westley had abstracted it) to John Hutchison & wifeé.760  

Some ten years later Thomas Illingworth noted one day in his diary that: 

                                                           
755 Letter of 11 September 1765 from John Wesley to Thomas Rankin: Telford, Letters IV, 311-312. The Notes 

were published by subscription in weekly parts each priced at 6d.  

756 Durham County Archives, Rowell Memorandum Books, vol. 1, entry apparently for May 1762 

757 óHistorical reminiscences of the Wesleyan-Methodist Book-Room.ô Wesleyan-Methodist Magazine (1842), 

1010-1016, especially 1014. A Wesleyan Methodist library was founded in Weardale in 1788 - 

http://www.weardalemuseum.co.uk/ - accessed January 2015 

758 On which see chapters four and five 

759 Entry for expenses in Midsummer quarter, 1783. Cornwall Record Office, St. Just in Penwith Account 

Book. The publication is #172 in the Baker Catalogue; the edition was presumably the three volume pocket 

version  advertised at that price (bound) in the Book Roomôs 1783 catalogue at no. 220 

760 Entry for 1 January 1744. Duke I, Viney Diary, Notebook 1, 3. The work he was reading was presumably 

An Abstract of the Life and Death of Mr. Thomas Haliburton, published by Wesley in 1739 (Baker Catalogue 

#10). On Methodist reading practices see Tolar Burton, V. (2008), Spiritual Literacy 

http://www.weardalemuseum.co.uk/
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When the meeting was over we some of us staid a while reading (as weôd done before 
ye. meeting began) in Wesleyôs Journal, we then went into ye. Parlour & sung & 
praydé.761 

Popular Wesleyan publications probably each reached on average at least five readers. 

Comparison of estimated book sales with membership numbers is problematic since turnover 

amongst members was significant;762 and survival rates of smaller publications may also 

have been low. It nonetheless seems plausible that - except immediately after publication - 

every Wesleyan household had access at least to the following works:763 

Figure 3 
WORKS POTENTIALLY AVAILABLE TO EVERY WESLEYAN HOUSEHOLD 

Title First 
published 

Catalogue 
# 

Estimated 
sales to 1800 

Extract of the Christianôs Pattern: by Thomas ¨ 
Kempis 

1741 26 40,000 

Primitive Physick 1747 101 40,000 
Hymns and Spiritual Songs, Intended for the Use of 
Real Christians of All Denominations 

1753 165 58,000 

Collection of Hymns, for the Use of the People 
Called Methodists 

1780 348 38,000 

Pocket Hymn Book, for the Use of Christians of All 
Denominations 

1787 396 38,000 

 

As one Wesleyan pamphlet noted in 1807: 

....the Methodist Preachers have been very extensive instruments, in the hands of 
Divine Providence, in diffusing a taste for reading all over the nation, by selling the 
books published by Mr. Wesley, and others.764       

(vi) Personnel and systems 

                                                           
761 Entry for 14 December 1755. Duke I, OCLC No. 19851369, Illingworth, T. (1755-1759), Diary of Thomas 

Illingworth, 109 

762 See chapter one 

763 Listed by date of first edition: publications with a hundred pages or fewer excluded, given possibly low 

survival rates; assumption of 2,000 copies per edition, number of editions from Baker Catalogue 

764 Anon. (1807). Observations on the Importance of Adopting a Plan of Instruction for those Preachers who 

are Admitted Upon Trial in the Methodist Connection.... London, Wesleyan Conference Office. 
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In the 1730s, the business essentially comprised John Wesley and a few close friends and 

associates. By 1791, there was a cadre of experienced professional managers and staff, 

supported by a nationwide infrastructure including physical premises and equipment, 

financial protocols, and management information systems. 

1753 was a watershed. In his Journal for 8 February, Wesley recorded: 

A proposal was made for devolving all temporal business, books and all, entirely on 
the stewards, so that I might have no care upon me (in London at least), but that of 
the souls committed to my charge. O when shall it once be! From this day?765  

Thereafter a series of book stewards ran the Book Room production and distribution 

operation, initially reporting direct to Wesley, who remained an active editor-in-chief. The 

first incumbents were William Briggs and Thomas Butts.766 

At some point, the London assistant took overall responsibility for the Book Room, and 

Coke was also active in Book Room business on Wesleyôs behalf. Wesleyôs close personal 

                                                           
765 Works, Journal III, 445. Wesleyôs evident relief at this proposal - indeed the proposal itself - may have been 

linked to the widespread concern created by the financial collapse of the Moravian Brethren in England, due 

to excessive borrowing to fund ambitious building projects. Whitefield attacked their financial imprudence in 

a 1753 pamphlet - Whitefield, G. (1753). An Expostulatory Letter, Addressed to Nicholas Lewis, Count 

Zinzendorf, and Lord Advocate of the Unitas Fratrum. London, Printed for G. Keith and J. Oswald. Wesley 

also commented in detail in his journal on the financial mismanagement of one such project in Bedford - entry 

for 8 October 1753, Works, Journal III, 476-479. On the Moravians in general see Podmore, C. J. (1998). The 

Moravian Church in England, 1728-1760. Oxford, Clarendon Press 

766 William Briggs (1722-c.1788) was one of the earliest band members at the Foundery in the 1740s. In 1746 

he was appointed one of the stewards for the Foundery school and he also served as a steward at the 1748 

Conference. In 1753 Wesley gave him and Thomas Butts power of attorney to manage all the secular activities 

of the Foundery, especially the Book Room. Briggs gave up this role in 1759, probably because of the demands 

of his post at the Ordnance Office. Thomas Butts (fl.1760) was the other first joint steward of the Book Room, 

where óhis honesty and business acumen proved invaluable.ô Source: MABI, accessed January 2015 
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interest in Book Room affairs was a constant, however, throughout his life, primarily perhaps 

because so few people lived up to his (perhaps unrealistically) high expectations. 

From its establishment in 1778, the Wesleyan printing-press was a professionally led 

operation: the first printer, George Paramore, had been apprenticed in Sheffield and was a 

local preacher.767 From 1788 the Book Room was overseen by the Book Committee,768 while 

its 1796 central wage bill of Ã330 suggests by then it employed some 5-10 staff, alongside 

its nationwide network of around 150 distributors.769  

The circular which Butts and Briggs sent to all the Societies in April 1753 established a 

simple but (in theory) effective system of management reporting and financial control. It 

required each society to appoint a single steward with responsibility for the books, who 

would make quarterly returns to the centre on the books in stock and on order; and it provided 

for rigorous separation of óbook moneyô from other funds, and for quarterly remittance of 

revenue to London.770  

Butts and Briggs were succeeded in November 1759 by Samuel Franks. Operations were 

still disorganised at this stage, as the following comment from John Downes to Charles 

Wesley in 1761 suggests: 

                                                           
767 Stevenson, G. J. (1872), City Road Chapel, 492-493. For detail of óprinting officeô staffing, see previous 

chapter 

768 Baker, F. (1965), óPolityô, 253-254 

769 Pawson, J. and A. Mather (1796), Affectionate Address, 18. In each circuit the assistant typically acted as 

lead distributor for the Book Room, and there were 143 circuits in 1796 

770 In 1773 Wesley sent the preacher Thomas Rankin to America to develop its organisation, and in 1775 he 

reorganised the American book distribution operation on similar lines. See Pilkington, J. P. (1968), Methodist 

Publishing House, especially 38-39     
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I cannot give any account what books are wanted the demands are so various, neither 
can the good woman who sells for you.  I know not that we have a run of any books 
in particular.771 

In early 1773, Franks was struggling: that February he wrote from London to Charles Wesley 

(in Bristol) about some apparent accounting irregularities. Franks partly blamed Charlesôs 

lack of involvement in the business for its problems: 

I suppose Mr. Pine told you I had discovered ye. mistake.772 If you postpone coming 
ever so long, I am not at all conscious of being the cause thereof.  I am no Steward, 
and have scarce any influence respecting most of those particulars you write to me 
about, if I had, I should exert myself in making everything as agreeable to you as 
possible.773   

Charlesôs response is unknown, but Franks committed suicide shortly afterwards.774  

On Franksôs death in 1773, Wesley became concerned at the slack inventory management 

and financial controls in both central and local Book Room operations, instituting, amongst 

other changes, a system of monthly financial reports, as the following October 1773 letter 

explains: 

                                                           
771 Letter of 14 December 1761 from John Downes to Charles Wesley. MARC, Early Preachers Collection, 

GB133 DDPr2, Letters of Methodist Preachers, doc.20. It is not clear in what capacity Downes was writing   

772 William Pine, a Bristol printer much used by the Wesleys 

773 Letter of 5 February 1773 from Samuel Franks to Charles Wesley. MARC, Early Preachers Collection, 

GB133 DDPr1, Letters to Charles Wesley, doc.30 

774 Baker, F. (1984), John Wesley. Franks must have died in February 1773, because in a letter of 27 February 

John Wesley was making interim arrangements for the management of the Book Room - see letter of 27 

February 1773 from John Wesley to Thomas Ball and Alexander Mather, Telford, Letters VI, 19. His death 

was attributed to insanity - see (1842) óHistorical reminiscencesô, 1012. While there was sympathy for those - 

apparently including Franks - for whom mental stability was an issue, wilful self-murder was regarded as a 

heinous crime, and such bodies received a public burial at a crossroads with a stake driven through. See 

Andrew, D. (2013). Aristocratic Vice. New Haven, CT, and London, Yale University Press, 83-87    
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All those who keep my books for the future I shall desire to state their accounts once 
a month.775 

The following May he reinforced the message in a letter to the new London Book Steward, 

John Atlay: 

Send no books till you have the accounts.776 

Atlay seems to have used a system of printed circulars to communicate with his distribution 

network of assistants; a 1780 circular has survived, and reads in part as follows:    

I hope to send the July and August Magazines, the first week in June. - Any Books 
you may be likely to want before the Conference, it would be well to let me know, 
that they may all go in one Parcel. I desire that you will send me all the Cash you 
possibly can, by return of Post; and all you can raise by the Conference, send, or 
bring it to Bristol. - I shall (if spared) be another Year in London, and on that Account 
shall attend the settling of the Books at Christmas; - but you must not let that hinder 
your sending me all the Money you can now, - for I have many great Bills to pay, 
and am much straitened for Moneyé.777 

Atlay left the Book Room in 1788 and was succeeded by George Whitfield. 

After John Wesley 

After 1791 the governance of the Book Room was reconfigured. The Conference appointed 

a new committee of five preachers chaired by Coke to óregulate the books for the present 

yearô; a larger committee chaired by the Conference President, William Thompson, was 

given editorial responsibility for the Arminian Magazine. Priority was to be given to ensuring 

that óthe circuits shall be regularly supplied with the Magazines and hymn-booksé.ô778 

However implementation of these Conference decisions was complicated by Wesleyôs legal 

provisions for the future ownership and management of his Book Room, which were set out 

                                                           
775 Letter of 17 October 1773 from John Wesley to Mary Bosanquet, Telford, Letters VI, 50  

776 Letter of 6 May 1774 from John Wesley to John Atlay. Telford, Letters VI, 80-81 

777 University of London, School of Oriental and African Studies, Methodist Missionary Society (London) 

Archive: Special Series - Biographical, Rev. Thomas Jackson Collection (1741-1839), H-2723, Box 665(4), 

fiche 2025, doc.10, Book Room circular of 15 May 1780 

778 Works, Minutes, 770-771 
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in his final will of 20 February 1789, with a codicil of 25 February,779 and another of 5 

October 1790.780 Legal advice was that this last codicil took priority, but Wesleyôs executors 

remained uneasy. The matter was resolved in November 1791 when this committee 

conveyed the Book Room property to Whitfield.781 

The Conference progressively tightened its control, and in 1796 Pawson and Mather were 

commissioned to prepare a report on the Book Room for the preachers. In December 1798, 

they sent a progress report to their colleagues in the circuits, apologising that: 

é.we have endeavoured to examine our Book Room accounts, but find (for various 
reasons) that we cannot give you the satisfaction we wish. We are more convinced 
than ever, of the singularity of our Book Affairs, as we have more than once told 
youé. We hope by the next Conference we shall be able to give you a much clearer 
state of our affairs than we can do at presenté.782 

From 1799 annual reports had to be presented to Conference and copied to all preachers; at 

the same time, inventory controls were tightened further.783  

Conclusions 

It is evident that the Book Room succeeded in its primary objective of making cheap editions 

of Wesleyan literature widely available across the British Isles. While Wesley retained tight 

editorial control of the operation throughout his life, from the 1750s the Book Room had its 

own management, who increasingly brought most elements of production and distribution 

in-house. This internalisation of the value chain had four significant and linked 

consequences. First, it entrenched Connexional control over the publishing operation. 

                                                           
779 The National Archives, PROB 11/1203 

780 MARC, AN1990/001, MA5948, DDX 1/1/1, óDeed made by the Revd. John Wesley and admitted to probate 

as a third codicil to his will; and copy of act of probate thereof. Dated 5th. October 1790ô 

781 MARC, AN1990/001, MA5948, DDX 1/1/4, óCopy of trust deed conveying Book Room property to George 

Whitfield, 8 November 1791.ô The events were reported in detail in the Arminian Magazine - see AM XV 

(1792), 147-149, 194-198; and also in Myles, 202-206 

782 Connexional Circular dated 17 December 1798. Duke II, Box 119, Folder 2  

783 Minutes I, 334, Q.25, A.1; 361, Q.23; Minutes II, 21-22, Q.26; Myles, 267-268 
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Second, it insulated the business from the inflation found in the wider economy, facilitating 

long-term stability in cover prices.784 Third, it enabled the operation to secure high 

penetration of its flagship products in its core Connexional market. Fourth, it helped to 

generate large and increasing profits, which - especially after Wesley died - provided 

significant financial support to other Connexional activities. The wider financial impact of 

the Book Room is the subject of the following chapter.  

  

                                                           
784 In contrast to the significant increase in average book prices. Raven has generated an index of the prices of 

new titles published in Britain which suggests that they almost tripled over the period, from 2.00 in 1750 to 5.9 

in 1800 - see Raven, J. (2009). óThe book as a commodityô, in Suarez, M. F. and M. L. Turner (eds.). History 

of the Book, Vol. 5, 85-117, at 97 
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Chapter 8. BOOK ROOM FINANCES 

Introduction 

No Book Room financial reports were published until 1796, a point about which Kilham had 

complained, though the Connexional leadership gave him short shrift.785 It is nonetheless 

possible to make some assessment of its financial development, based on a range of primary 

sources and some modelling. This suggests that, although financial considerations were 

always subordinate to its over-riding spiritual purpose, from at least the 1750s the Book 

Room was run on commercial lines, and generated significant and growing profits.   

One starting-point is the data on the eight inventories of Book Room stock of which some 

record survives (see Annex 8A). These suggest that the volume of stock held in central and 

local storage grew by some 60 per cent over the 1772-1791 period, and it would be 

reasonable to assume that sales and profits increased substantially. 

Three sets of summary Book Room management accounts have also survived, each a single 

sheet. Two were apparently prepared for Wesley by his then London Book Steward, Atlay, 

in 1782 and 1786.786 They are consistent with the format of such accounts kept by eighteenth 

century merchants, and portray the Book Room as a trading entity wholly owned by Wesley. 

The main records kept by merchants were of payments and receipts, and periodically - at the 

end of a voyage, or a major project, or (as in this case) of the year - a simple cash reckoning 

was done. Most transactions were swept up by this reckoning, and profit (or loss) could be 

calculated as the difference between the total value of the merchantôs possessions at two set 

                                                           
785 Pawson, J. and A. Mather (1796), Affectionate Address, 5-6  

786 The 1782 report is in MARC, AN1977/203, Miscellaneous Wesley, Box 1: John Atlay: (WM) (1736-1805) 

London Society account (1782). The 1786 report can be found at Duke I, John Wesley Sub-series. Box WF1, 

óMr. Wesleyôs Account for the Year 1786ô   
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dates.787 A third though less complete report was prepared in 1790, after Atlayôs departure, 

by or for the London-based preachers.788 The 1782 report reads as follows:  

Figure 4  
1782 BOOK ROOM ACCOUNTS 

 
There are several uncertainties surrounding these data. One key question is whether the 

annual Ã100 Book Room payment to Charles Wesley under his marriage settlement was 

treated as a cost of doing business, or taken from distributed profits. The payments at this 

time were being made by Atlay and feature in his receipt book.789 He recorded both Book 

Room business transactions, and personal payments made on behalf of John Wesley; 

however the latter, which include the payments to Charles, were usually labelled as such. 

This suggests that the payments were made by Atlay from the Book Roomôs profits only 

after they had been allocated to John. 

                                                           
787 Chatfield, M. (1977). A History of Accounting Thought. Huntingdon, NY, Robert E. Krieger, 58-60 

788 As noted above, this is a single sheet in a City Road Chapel receipt book - MARC, AN1977/204, London 

City Road Chapel Financial accounts 

789 MARC, Wesley Collection, AN 1977/202: John Atlay: (WM) (1736-1805) Receipt Book (1776-1791). Thus 

for example on 17 January 1780 we find the entry: óReceived of John Atlay for Mr. Charles Wesley twenty 

five pounds. Sam Tooth.ô   

 [Dr]      [comments by author] 

January 1 1782 I had cash in hand Ã56.14.0Ĳ [brought forward] 
Received of Mr. Wesley in 1782 Ã50.16.0  [presumably from book sales] 
Cash taken in the till  Ã421.1.6  [sales at London Book Room] 
Cash from country correspondents Ã1,510.10.8Ĳ [net cash from sales at chapels etc.] 
Stock in the country places Ã2,530.9.1ı [inventory at depots at Bristol etc.] 
Stock in London   Ã3,048.2.6 [inventory at Book Room] 
    Ã7,617.13.10ı 
[Cr] 

Disbursement from January 1 1782 to December 31 
Expended in trade  Ã1,224.10.0İ [presumably cost of goods sold] 
Ditto to Mr. Wesley  Ã697.2.10İ [cash given by Atlay to Wesley, or spent on his behalf] 
Cash in hand January 1 1783 Ã117.9.4İ 
Stock in trade   Ã5,578.11.7ı [total inventory] 
    Ã7,617.13.10ı 
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Another issue is the precise status of the provincial cash receipts data. Given the shortage of 

coins and the hazard inherent in moving money at this period, it seems unlikely that 

preachers remitted all their receipts to London, and then sought reimbursement of their costs 

from the centre. It is more likely that they first retained the cash needed for local operations, 

and sent only the net proceeds. If so, the data for receipts from the provinces are likely to be 

understated by around 25 per cent. Overall, therefore, these reports point to sales revenue on 

a rising trend of Ã2,500-Ã3,000, and gross profits of some Ã700-Ã800, at this time (see Annex 

8B).  

Estimating sales volume and profitability 

Another and potentially more comprehensive approach is to use an assumed average print 

run of 2,000 copies per edition - in Wesleyôs lifetime and beyond - to generate estimates of 

overall Book Room sales and revenue for the entire period. One key assumption here is that 

a new edition would be printed only when stocks of the current edition were nearing 

exhaustion. This seems plausible: paper was expensive, and long-term storage of paper 

products was both costly and risky, entailing the possibility of damage from flooding, damp 

and fire.791 Bakerôs bibliography offers data on the timing of the 2,000 or so different editions 

published in Wesleyôs lifetime, and it seems reasonable to assume that annual sales of a work 

were proportionate to the frequency with which it was republished.792 The model presented 

below, and in Annex 8C, uses actual print runs where they are known, notably from the 

Strahan and Bowyer ledgers, but otherwise a default estimate of 2,000 copies per edition.793  

Profit rates also need to be estimated, but the above data suggest that in the mid 1780s they 

were around 35 per cent; they would clearly have been lower in earlier years, when the Book 

                                                           
791 Around 10 per cent of the author/publisher Truslerôs profits went on stock insurance and another 10 per cent 

on warehousing charges - see Raven, J. (2009), óThe book as a commodityô, 103 

792 See Baker Catalogue 

793 Print run data are from the British Library, Strahan Ledgers, and Maslen, K. I. D. and J. Lancaster, (eds.), 

(1991), Bowyer Ledgers 
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Room was more reliant on commercial funding, printing and distribution. As discussed in 

the previous chapter, by the early 1780s, for the majority of his products, Wesley had 

captured most of the value chain: authorship or editorship, publishing, printing, marketing, 

and distribution were all largely in-house. As he wrote in 1788: 

For many years I have not had any bookseller but Mr. Atlay, and my Assistants.794  

Different assumptions need however to be used for the sales and profitability of the Arminian 

Magazine. Founded in 1778, the circulation of the monthly numbers soon ran into the 

thousands, but in 1804 Robert Lomas told the Book Committee that the magazine just about 

broke even (see Annex 8D). 

In 1796, a circular to the Wesleyan membership from Pawson and Mather, published in 

response to claims of financial mismanagement from Kilham, recorded annual revenue (óThe 

money received in the Book-room in the course of last year as appears from Mr. Whitfieldôs 

Booksô) of Ã6,598.4s.9d.795 The bill for paper was Ã1,920.3s.8d., and for printing-office 

wages - which included the Book Steward - Ã330. A wide range of Connexional expenditure 

was included, but profits seem to have been some Ã2,400, a rate of 36 per cent.796 

Further detailed evidence is available from an 1804 report prepared by Lomas, who had been 

drafted in, initially for a few weeks, to support the London Book Steward, George Whitfield. 

This formed the basis for the Book Committeeôs review of the Book Roomôs performance 

at its April and May 1804 meetings;797 and of a report by Lomas to that yearôs Conference, 

by which time he had replaced Whitfield.798  His report included an óabstractô of Book Room 

                                                           
794 Letter of 22 July 1788 to Walter Churchey. Telford, Letters VIII, 74 

795 Pawson, J. and A. Mather (1796), Affectionate Address, 18 

796 This is consistent with the Book Committee estimates quoted above 

797 MARC, Ms.691, Book Committee Minutes, record of meetings of 30 April and 4 May 1804 

798 See Minutes II, 221, Q.7. George Whitfield stayed on as his assistant. The preacher Charles Atmore took 

notes of what he said - see MARC, AN 1977/199-200, Notes on Conference proceedings by Charles Atmore 
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financial performance (see Annex 8E). Over the period annual profits averaged around 

Ã1,900, but within a broadly upward trend there were significant fluctuations, suggesting 

that these are cash accounts; the exceptionally low figure for 1794, followed by an unusually 

high figure in 1795, might for example reflect war-time disruption to the trading and banking 

system.799   

The 1804 Conference report recorded that a total of Ã24,873.13s.10d. had been taken in cash 

from the Book Room for Connexional purposes since John Wesleyôs death, which again 

implies that annual profits in the period were averaging around Ã1,900. 

Modelling Book Room financial performance 1740-1800 

On the basis of the above data, and a limited number of assumptions, it is possible to model 

how the Book Room might have developed from around 1740. Annex 8C describes the 

methodology in detail, and the key features emerging from the modelling are below:   

TABLE 3 
ESTIMATED BOOK ROOM SALES, REVENUE AND PROFITS, 1740-1800 
 1740 1750 1760 1770 1780 1790 1800 

Units sold 30,000 110,000 70,000 60,000 140,000 150,000 230,000 
Revenue Ã900 Ã1,800 Ã1,600 Ã1,400 Ã3,200 Ã4,300 Ã6,600 
Gross 
profits800 

Ã170 Ã390 Ã400 Ã360 Ã680 Ã1,200 Ã1,800 

It is important not to place too much weight upon these estimates: though some of the 

underpinning data are robust. Many editions of publications - especially pamphlets - may 

not have survived, which would lead to under-estimates of sales; on the other hand, not all 

publications which were printed were sold, because of damage and loss. The inventory taken 

on Wesleyôs death in 1791 reported that ócountry stockô (inventory held outside London) 

stood at Ã1,195.19s.0d.; but of this, stock to the value of Ã450 was judged to be ódamaged 

                                                           
799 MARC, Ms.691, Book Committee Minutes, undated entry  

800 ie. before payment of Charles Wesleyôs annual allowance under his 1749 marriage settlement 
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and unsaleable books &c.ô On this basis, actual sales have been assumed to be only around 

90 per cent of copies printed (see Annex 8F).   

Some publications were exported, especially to America, where local editions (official and 

unofficial) were also produced. In 1779 Wesley was in discussion with a London merchant 

(and Wesleyan local preacher) called William Ferguson, who spent most summers in 

Holland and was proposing to distribute books there.801 Exports to America were probably 

much more significant. In July 1786 the Book Room cash book recorded the export of óbooks 

&c.ô to the American preacher Francis Asbury to the value of Ã775.12s.8d.;802 although in 

March 1787, his colleague Freeborn Garretson apologised to Wesley for printing some books 

locally, explaining that this was because his request for a shipment from England had not 

been met.803 Books were also exported to the West Indies and to Newfoundland.804 

Various other assumptions must also be made; and although the 1782 and 1786 accounts 

seem to have been prepared on a consistent basis, that may not be the case with other records. 

However, at first sight these profit estimates seem broadly comparable with the financial 

data available in primary sources from 1782, as the following table shows: 

  

                                                           
801 Letter of 7 September 1779 from John Wesley to William Ferguson, Telford, Letters VII, 354 and footnote 

802 The transaction was discussed by the Book Committee in the 1790s because the shipment was not fully paid 

for, leading to a loss of Ã236.16s.6d. to the Book Room. See undated entry no. 5 in MARC, Ms.691, Book 

Committee Minutes 

803 Letter of 16 July 1787 from John Wesley to Freeborn Garretson, responding to Garretsonôs letter of 10 

March: Telford, Letters VII, 394 

804 See undated entry no. 6 in MARC, Ms.691, Book Committee Minutes. This records debts for books of 

Ã329.19s.11d. owed by missionaries in the West Indies and Ã23.9s.8d. owed by missionaries in Newfoundland. 

The period over which these debts were incurred is not known 
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TABLE 4 
BOOK ROOM PROFITS, 1782-1800 

Year 1780 1782 1786 1790 1791 1800 

Estimates from model Ã680 - - Ã1,210 - Ã1,840 

Data from primary sources - Ã760805 Ã770806 - Ã1,600807 Ã2,200 

However, such comparisons generate two major issues.  

Cash shortages versus profits 

The first is how the sustained and increasing profitability which - the above estimates suggest 

- the Book Room enjoyed can be reconciled with repeated references in the primary record, 

notably from Wesley himself, to cash shortages. 

In 1749, in discussing his proposed marriage settlement, Charles Wesley estimated annual 

profits from publishing at Ã100, though growing;808 while in May 1752 Butts apparently told 

John Wesley that the cash generated ódoes not amount to Ã100 a yearô;809 however, possibly 

as early as 1751, Wesley apparently cited annual óproceedsô of some Ã800;810 all this when 

estimated gross annual profits were some Ã400.  

                                                           
805 MARC, AN1977/203, London Society Account 1782 

806 Duke II, Mr. Wesleyôs Account for 1786 

807 1791 and 1800 data from MARC, Ms.691, Book Committee Minutes, financial data presented by Lomas for 

discussion at the 30 April and 4 May 1804 meetings. Numbers rounded to two significant digits 

808 Letter of 3 January 1749 from Charles Wesley to Sarah Gwynne. MARC, Charles Wesley Papers, GB133, 

DDCW 5/12, Letters of the Rev. Charles Wesley (1739-1762) 

809 Letter of 23 May 1752 from John Wesley to Ebenezer Blackwell. Works, Letters II, 494    

810 MARC, Sutcliffe, J., History, I, 400-401. Wesleyôs wife approached him during a Conference held at Leeds 

seeking Ã800 for her son. The date of the incident is not recorded, but given its position in Sutcliffeôs largely 

chronological account, either the May or September 1751 Conferences are possibilities; Telford, however, 

suggests that it could date from the mid 1760s or later - Telford, Letters IV, 74-76  
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In September 1756, Wesleyôs Journal recorded his frustration that his óprinting and 

preachingô activities had merely led to personal debts totalling Ã1,236.811 His anxieties over 

book sales in the 1760s, as reflected in discussion at successive Conferences, may have at 

least in part reflected his concern over the persistence of the Book Roomôs debt, though the 

terms of the recorded discussion relate to the efficacy of books in supporting the Methodist 

mission.812 In July 1773, he wrote in his Journal that his writing and publishing activities 

had left him with debts of Ã500-Ã600.813 In a June 1775 letter to his brother Charles, Wesley 

explained that after considerable repayments Atlay had cut the Book Room debt to Ã160, 

though the overall situation appears confused: 

I thought it strange that poor S.F. [Samuel Franks] should leave me nine hundred 
pounds in debt.  But it is stranger still that John Atlay should have paid sixteen 
hundred out of nine, and that I am an hundred and sixty pounds in debt 
notwithstanding! 814 

This suggests that the Book Room was generating annually around Ã700 in cash, which is 

consistent with the modelôs estimated profits of some Ã600. It is difficult however to 

understand how debt on this scale could accumulate when, the above estimates suggest, the 

Book Room had long been generating profits of several hundred pounds each year. 

Part of the explanation is that all these accounts were kept in cash terms; outstanding debts, 

for example, were not recorded, and the cash balances on any particular date therefore 

reflected the timing of the payment of bills as well as of receipts. At a time when the Book 

Room was not tightly organised and the cash demands of new publications were heavy, low 

cash balances would be compatible with relatively high profits.       

                                                           
811 Entry for 8-9 September 1756, Works, Journal IV, 77  

812 Works, Minutes, 340, Q.30; 350, Q.27, 360-361, Q.23   

813 Works Journal V, 384 

814 Letter of 2 June 1775 from John to Charles Wesley. Telford, Letters VI, 152. The figures suggest that over 

two years Atlay had been able to reduce Book Room debt by a net Ã1,440 (Ã1,600 - Ã160), implying annual 

cash surpluses of around Ã700 
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But secondly, Atlayôs 1782 and 1786 management reports suggest that all the Book Roomôs 

surplus cash was handed over to Wesley to spend as he saw fit. It is not clear when this 

practice originated - possibly as early as 1753, when the Book Stewards first took control of 

Book Room operations, or perhaps only once Atlay had reduced the Book Room debt in the 

mid 1770s - but it would also help explain why reasonable profits might coincide with cash 

shortages both for Wesley personally and for the Book Room.815  

John Wesley certainly regarded the óbook moneyô as his to spend;816 in his 1766 note to the 

long-suffering subscribers to his delayed Explanatory Notes upon the Old Testament, he 

explained: 

I am employed day and night, and must go on, whether I will or no, lest the printer 
should stand stillé. Does any one who knows any thing of me, suppose that I would 
drudge thus for money? What is money to me? Dung and dross. I love it as I do the 
mire in the streets. But I find enough that want it: and among these I disperse it with 
both handsé.817 

His personal accounts record frequent receipts from Atlay, as well as expenditure undertaken 

by Atlay on his behalf.818 This was a period, of course, when most businesses were sole 

traders, many public servants earned fees from their work, many religious organisations had 

                                                           
815 For a discussion of Wesleyôs giving, and how it was financed, see chapter nine. In October 1781, at a time 

when the Book Room was probably generating annual profits of the order of Ã700, Wesley ran out of cash, 

telling a preacher based at Waterford in Ireland: óI have no money; and Mr. Atlay writes me word that I am 

above two hundred pounds behindhand, that is, on my own account, over and above what I owe on account of 

the new chapel in London.ô Letter of 7 October 1781 from John Wesley to Robert Lindsay, Telford, Letters 

VII, 85. Wesley reported a similar cash shortage in a 11 April 1789 letter to the preacher Lancelot Harrison - 

Telford, Letters VIII, 130 

816 It featured as personal property in his final will of 20 February 1789 - see the National Archives, PROB 

11/1203 

817 Letter of 20 June 1766 from John Wesley to his subscribers, Telford, Letters V, 13-14 

818 See chapter nine 
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private patrons, and in general the distinction between ópublicô and óprivateô finance was 

unclear - as Chatfield has remarked of contemporary accounting records: 

Business and personal affairs were mixed together.819  

‘Excess sales’ during the Revival 

Membership numbers, even where estimated, offer useful context for assessing the financial 

performance of the Book Room, as Annex 8G shows. They suggest that Wesleyans typically 

spent around 1s.6d. annually on Book Room publications, less than the 2s.0d. per capita 

which Wesley himself had suggested.820  

Some comfort in these estimates can be derived from primary sources. In the 1784-1786 

period, Rogersô finances suggest that annual sales in Dublin were averaging some 1s.3d. per 

head. George Story occasionally recorded financial data in the notebooks which he kept on 

his travels. In his 1773-1774 Dales circuit notebook, he reported óJuly books soldô as 

totalling Ã21.19s.7d.;821 this was for July 1774, since he had been posted there only in August 

1773.822 If he was following the requirement to keep quarterly accounts, that represented 

annual sales of 1s.7d. for each of the 1,000 or so local members.823 Similarly, Pawson 

reported that around 1780 the Book Roomôs sales agent in Bristol was earning Ã12 a year in 

                                                           
819 Chatfield, M. (1977), Accounting Thought, 58. The finances of the American Book Room were similarly 

tangled: the Book Steward in the 1780s and 1790s, John Dickins, invested personal capital in the business, and 

also ran his own bookshop from the same building - see Wigger, J. H. (2009), American Saint, 272  

820 Telford, Letters V, 161 

821 Summary accounts at end of Notebook no.5, labelled ó1773. The Dales Circuit. On my return from 

Scotland.ô Duke I, George Story (1738-1818), Manuscript Notebooks (1764?-1792) 

822 Works, Minutes, 418 

823 The Dales circuit membership reported in early August 1774 was 1,086 - Works, Minutes, 431 
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commission, in a circuit with some 1,425 members, an average annual revenue of 1s.8d. per 

member.824  

And as part of the leadershipôs campaign against Kilham, Pawson published estimates of the 

sales commission earned in 1795-1796 by preachers in selected circuits (including 

Kilhamôs), which generate annual sales estimates of an average 1s.0d.per member (Annex 

8G(iii)). On this basis, Pawson suggested that a preacher in one of the óbest circuitsô might 

earn Ã10 a year in commission. 

However, the apparently exceptionally high sales - over 100,000 copies in 1750 - and 

revenue for the 1750s demand comment. It seems unlikely that Connexional membership at 

this period was higher than in succeeding decades: a more likely explanation is that during 

the Evangelical Revival the Book Room was making significant sales - indeed perhaps the 

majority - to non-Wesleyans, at a time when the boundaries between many religious groups 

were fluid, not least between the supporters of Whitefield and Wesley. One striking example 

came in April 1741, when John Wesley reported to Charles that he had been distributing free 

copies of one pamphlet by the thousand to Whitefieldôs congregation as well as to his own: 

We presented a thousand of Barclay to G.W.ôs [ie. George Whitefieldôs] congregation 
on Sunday. On Sunday next I propose to distribute a thousand more at the Foundery.825 

This distribution was undertaken in the context of the theological dispute on the topic which 

divided the two Methodist leaders; but in other cases Wesleyan publications served the 

common cause of the Revival. Thus in 1739 the wealthy William Seward, a close associate 

                                                           
824 Letter of 2 May 1782 from John Pawson to Joseph Benson. Bowmer, J. C. and J. A. Vickers, (eds.). (1995), 

Pawson Letters, I, 22. Pawson said that the agent had earned Ã73.12s.0d. in the preceding six years 

approximately. Membership number quoted is the average for the (1777-1782) period cited by Pawson, taken 

from Works, Minutes, 468, 479, 490, 501, 512, 525 

825 Letter of 21 April 1741 from John to Charles Wesley, Works, Letters II, 55. The publication was the twenty-

four page pamphlet Serious Considerations on Absolute Predestination, by Robert Barclay, published that year 

in Bristol, Baker Catalogue #22  
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of Whitefield, financed a second edition of 1,000 copies of Wesleyôs The Doctrine of 

Salvation, Faith, and Good Works - Extracted from the Homilies of the Church of England, 

which Wesley then gave away.826 Seward also subsidised the distribution of other Wesleyan 

works: in June 1739 John Wesley wrote to James Hutton and the Fetter Lane Society about 

a batch of them: 

Jemmy Hutton, if I have not fifty more Hymns next Friday, I will not thank you. Where 
are the twelve Haliburtons, and the Nalsonôs Sermons, which Mr. Seward writes me 
word he ordered you to send me, with twenty Hymns, on his account?827 

In Sewardôs journal he records singing one hymn while under attack from a mob, another 

after field preaching before an estimated crowd of 1,500 people, and a third from the same 

hymnal before a crowd of about 800 colliers; all of which suggests that Wesleyan hymns 

were known well beyond the society membership.828 

In 1744 Viney, a Yorkshire staymaker who was hesitating between Methodism and 

Moravianism, was earning about 8s.5d. a week or some Ã22 a year, on which he kept his 

wife and baby. In his diary he refers to reading various Book Room publications with 

combined cover prices of some 5s.0d., plus other purchases of unspecified works, though 

some books may have been borrowed.829  

In 1750-1751 Whitefieldôs book room was sending publications to Wesleyôs book agent 

Shent in Leeds for onward distribution, even though the two leading evangelists were as 

                                                           
826 Baker Catalogue #9. Sewardôs instructions are recorded in John Wesleyôs letter of 4 April 1739 to James 

Hutton - Works, Letters I, 621-622; free distribution seems to have been under way in May - see Wesleyôs 

letter of 14 May 1739 to Hutton and the Fetter Lane Society, Works, Letters I, 647-650  

827 Works, Letters I, 656-659. The citation is the postscript, at 659  

828 Entries for 9, 19 and 23 September 1740 respectively. Chetham's Library, Manchester, MS Mun.A.2.116. 

Seward, W. (1740) Diary of William Seward, 24, 99-100, 149. On 11 September Seward recorded that during 

another mob attack ówe sung the Hymn in ye. Tumult ótill the book was covered with dirtô (38-39). See also 

Lofthouse, H. (1963), óThe Journal of William Sewardô, PWHS XXXIV, 17-20  

829 Duke I, Viney Diary, various entries 
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much rivals as collaborators: as Whitefieldôs wife and book room manager observed sadly 

in November 1751 to the preacher John Bennet, who like Shent had a foot in both camps: 

Party and plans seems to be the aims in general and who can get most money.830 

Four distinct pieces of contextual evidence (see Annex 8H) support the judgement that Book 

Room sales were especially high around 1750. First, John Wesleyôs production of new titles 

was at its highest in the 1740s, the peak year being 1745, when some twenty-two new works 

appeared. Second, estimates of overall book production in the British Isles also suggest that 

the development of the wider market - including that for religious works - followed a 

somewhat similar pattern: the market was exceptionally strong around 1750. Third, the 

estimated proportion of Book Room sales and profits derived from hymnals and tunebooks 

were (in Wesleyôs lifetime) at their highest in the 1740s and 1750s. Many of these had a 

broad appeal: for example, Hymns for the Nativity of Our Lord (1744) went through ten 

editions by 1750. And fourth, there is evidence that the Book Room made particular efforts 

to secure the rapid and wide dispersal of some key titles during the Revival, through 

commissioning editions in close succession from provincial printers who had strong local 

distribution networks as well as from London printers. Of the top five sellers to 1800, at least 

three seem to have been published in the 1740s in this way (Annex 8H(iv)). 

The changing pattern of Book Room production and distribution noted above is consistent 

with this interpretation: it was in the 1760s, after the failure of his repeated attempts to forge 

a broad alliance with other Evangelical clergy, that Wesley began to focus his efforts on 

nurturing his own Connexion, including developing a distribution network through his 

preachers and chapels rather than the commercial trade. Subsequently - and consequently - 

                                                           
830 Letter of 7 November 1751 from Elizabeth Whitefield to John Bennet. Duke I, Bennet Papers, vol. 21, 59-

62, at 60. On Shentôs dual role, see Duke I, Vols. 22, Extracts from the Diary of the Reverend Henry Crooke 

(1757 onwards), 4, 6. On 2 May 1757 Crooke ócalled at Mr. Shentôs to take leave of Mr. Whitefieldô; on 10 

May he had Shent and John Wesley to dinner 
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though the Book Room was selling primarily to a narrower market, unit sales were 

increasingly profitable; and in time, as membership grew, revenues and profits recovered 

and then continued to increase.   

The Book Room after John Wesley 

When Wesley died in 1791, the surplus cash which had hitherto been handed over to him 

now became available to the wider Connexional leadership: an entry in the Book Committee 

minute book suggests that the first such payment from Book Room funds was made on 1 

March 1791, even as Wesley lay dying: 

Figure 5 

 
Cash paid by Mr. G. Whitfield for Conference 

1791 
1 March  To Mrs. S. Wesley Ã50.0.0 [the first entry]831 
 
 

One immediate result of Wesleyôs death was a spate of special publications.832 Since under 

his personal regime profits from sales had not been retained to help finance future projects, 

this created a short-term cashflow shortage, as shown in this postscript to a March 1791 

                                                           
831 MARC, Ms.691, Book Committee Minutes. Wesley died the following day 

832 Not all such publications were authorised: the bookseller James Lackington, who fell away from Methodism 

but retained great admiration for Wesley, wrote a shocked but amusing contemporary account of his unofficial 

biographers plying their trade: óAs soon as it was known that Mr. Wesley was deceased, a number of needy 

brethren deemed it a fair opportunity of profiting by it, and each immediately set his ingenuity to work, to 

compose what he chose to call a life of him; and for some weeks since the funeral, the chapel-yard and its 

vicinity has exhibited a truly ludicrous scene, on every night of preaching, owing to the different writers and 

venders [sic] of these hasty performances exerting themselves to secure a good sale; one bawling out that his 

is the right life; a second with a pious shake of the head, declares his the real life; a third protests he has got 

the only genuine account; and a fourth calls them all vile cheats and impostors....ô Lackington, J. (1827). 

Memoirs of the First Forty-Five Years of the Life of James Lackington. London, Printed for Hunter and Clarke, 

178   
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circular from the London Book Steward to the assistants about his short-term plans for the 

business: 

As our demand for money is greatly increased by extra Publications, a Remittance 
will be seasonable.833      

Around the same time Coke became concerned about the size of the Book Roomôs inventory. 

In early 1792 it was offering commercial booksellers discounts if they bought books outright 

rather than taking them on a sale or return basis, as he explained to Walter Churchey: 

At present we cannot send Booksellers any Books to sell on an Uncertainty. The 
scale would be too large for us, unless we employed more people. But the time will, 
I trust, arrive, when we shall carry on our Book-business on the most extensive plan. 
 
If any Bookseller will take absolutely (ie. Purchase) any number of books, they will 
be allowed 25 per Cent. But they will not be allowed one Volume in seven besides.834 

   
The problem remained significant a year later, when it prompted discussions with 

Lackington, who specialised in selling large volumes of remaindered books at discount.835 

Coke feared, however, that he would drive too hard a bargain in taking over the Book 

Roomôs surplus stock: 

When I return to London [from Birmingham], Iôll endeavour to settle yn. business 
with Lackington: but I doubt whether he will give half a guinea apiece for the books; 
as he sells his books cheap, and will expect to be a considerable gainer by what he 
sells.836 

                                                           
833 Circular of 30 March 1791 from George Whitfield, Book Steward, to the Assistants. University of London, 

School of Oriental and African Studies, Methodist Missionary Society (London) Archive: Special Series - 

Biographical, Rev. Thomas Jackson Collection (1741-1839), H-2723, Box 665(4), fiche 2028 

834 Letter of 3 March 1792 to Walter Churchey. MARC, GB133, PLP/28, The Papers of Thomas Coke, 

PLP/28/8/5 

835 See Lackington, J. (1827), Memoirs, Letter XXXVI, 223-232 

836 Letter of 12 October 1793 to Walter Churchey, MARC, Coke Papers, PLP28/8/15. Coke was apparently 

referring to the single most costly item in the London Book Room inventory taken on Wesleyôs death, which 

was the stock of 1,800 copies of what was probably the 1788 fifth (quarto) edition of Explanatory Notes upon 

the New Testament (Baker Catalogue #172). On the assumption that the print run was 2,000, this 916-page 

volume was indeed selling slowly. The stock was valued in the inventory at Ã525, or 5s.10d. per copy - see 
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Overall, however, the 1790s seems to have been a period of growth and prosperity for the 

Book Room, presumably reflecting the increases both in Wesleyan membership and in the 

potential wider readership. Connexional finances came rapidly to depend upon substantial 

cash injections from the Book Room. Thus for example the 1796 Conference Minutes record 

a shortfall in income from the Yearly Collection in relation to the demands upon it, adding: 

Q. How was the deficiency supplied?  A. Out of the sales of the books.837  

Conclusions 

Under John Wesley, between 1733 and his death in 1791, the Wesleyan Connexion 

developed a sophisticated mass-market book production, marketing and distribution 

organisation, of which the primary purpose was to spread the Gospel through the written 

word. Its predominantly cheap and highly readable publications were distributed across the 

British Isles and beyond. By 1750 over 100,000 Wesleyan publications a year served a cross-

denominational readership enthused by the Evangelical Revival. Sales then fell, as from the 

1760s Wesley and the Book Room focused on developing and sustaining his Connexion 

rather than the wider community, but recovered and then expanded continually. In parallel, 

the increasing reliance on inexpensive internal resources, such as the use of preachers rather 

than the commercial book trade as distributors, meant that unit sales became more profitable. 

By the late 1780s annual profits were around Ã1,000 and by 1800 they were twice that.  

Wesley dominated the business, as editor-in-chief, but he increasingly delegated operational 

responsibility to a series of subordinates, though he was often dissatisfied with their 

performance. The haphazard financial arrangements of the early years were supplanted in 

                                                           
Duke II, Book Room Inventory (1791). The catalogue price was Ã2, but Lackingtonôs lucrative practice was to 

sell such books at half the cover price or less 

837 Minutes I, 372 
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time by a more systematic approach, including regular financial reporting and circulars to 

distributors, though Conference remained largely uninformed of Book Room affairs.838 

The structural tension between the Book Roomôs evangelistic imperative and business reality 

was resolved in various ways. For example, while many tracts were distributed free, this part 

of the operation was run on a cost-recovery basis; similarly the Arminian Magazine, though 

a flagship publication priced for the mass market, aimed at least to break even.     

Wesley saw the Book Room as his personal property, using its surplus cash for his own 

personal, charitable and Connexional causes, including support for his family, the relief of 

poverty, and grant aid for new chapels.839 On Wesleyôs death in 1791, these resources 

became available to the collective leadership: overnight, the cash-poor Connexionôs central 

income doubled.840       

  

                                                           
838 These developments were not unique to the Book Room: Haggerty for example has noted that óbusiness 

correspondence became more standardised over the eighteenth century.ô Haggerty, S. (2012). 'Merely for 

Money'? Business culture in the British Atlantic, 1750-1815. Liverpool, Liverpool University Press, 110 

839 Discussed further in chapters four, five and nine 

840 In 1791 Ã1,338.8s.1d. was contributed ófor the yearly expensesô (Works, Minutes, 764, Q.20); the financial 

óabstractô presented to the Book Committee in 1804 recorded Book Room profits  - excluding Irish operations 

- that year at Ã1,337.13s.8d. (MARC, Ms.691, Book Committee Minutes, undated entry) 
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Chapter 9. EDUCATION, WELFARE AND MISSIONS 

 

Introduction 

The dominant financial preoccupations of the eighteenth century Wesleyan Connexion were 

itinerant preaching, the construction and maintenance of chapels, and publishing; but there 

were three other areas of activity which had significant financial implications: education, 

welfare, and missions.  

The Connexionôs educational work included the Kingswood boarding school, which was a 

central responsibility, and a range of schools - including Sunday schools - run by local 

members. Wesleyan welfare activities were also wide-ranging, spanning collective action of 

various kinds as well as individual philanthropy, but in this period they made little impact 

on the movementôs national finances. The missions began as a semi-autonomous operation 

directed by Thomas Coke, but over time - partly because of the financial risks which he ran 

- the Connexional bureaucracy sought to assert its control.      

Education 

There were three major aspects to this.841 First, the Conference progressively took 

responsibility for the education of itinerant preachersô children, through paying educational 

allowances and funding attendance at Kingswood School.842 Two further activities were 

firmly located at the local level: some societies ran day, night or boarding schools, and 

towards the end of the century many opened Sunday schools.       

                                                           
841 Wesley himself had wider educational interests. On 25 October 1778, for example, he apparently preached 

a charity sermon in St. Vedastôs Church, Foster Lane, London, for óone hundred poor children belonging to the 

Ward School of Farringdon Within.ô Gazetteer and New Daily Advertiser, 23 October 1778, accessed online 

December 2014 at British Newspapers 1600-1950 database 

842 Though Wesleyôs original vision for the school was broader, including provision of advanced education for 

trainee preachers themselves. See for example Rack, H. D. (1989). Reasonable Enthusiast: John Wesley and 

the rise of Methodism. London, Epworth Press, 355-358 
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(i) Kingswood School, educational allowances, and the Kingswood Collection 

The early history of the Kingswood site is complicated,843 but the boarding school was 

opened by the Wesley brothers in 1748, largely financed by two anonymous gifts totalling 

Ã800.844 In succeeding years the school had between two and six teachers and up to fifty 

pupils typically aged six to twelve, both boys and (especially in the early years) girls.845 

Initially the school primarily educated the children of the movementôs wealthier members 

and supporters, and relied on their fees, but it was also intended to be used by both preachers 

and their children.  

The earliest extant financial records for the school date from 1764, and consist principally 

of personal accounts for each pupil.846 Income - mainly from fees and reimbursed expenses 

- was irregular both in timing and payment mechanism: while some arrived as bills or 

bankerôs drafts, often Wesley or his stewards, or other visiting preachers, brought cash. 

Annual fees for the basic course were Ã14;847 but preachersô children did not pay, and income 

                                                           
843 This account draws on the following: Pawlyn, J. S. (1877). Bristol Methodism in John Wesleyôs Day. 

Bristol, W. C. Hemmons, for the Wesleyan Conference Office; Body, A. H. (1936). John Wesley and 

Education. London, Epworth Press; Ives, A. G. (1970). Kingswood School in Wesleyôs Day and Since. London, 

Epworth Press; Hastling, A. H. L, W. Addington Willis and W. P. Workman (1989). The History of Kingswood 

School by Three Old Boys. London, Charles H. Kelly; and Best, G. M. (1998). Continuity and Change: a 

history of Kingswood School 1748-1998. Bath, Kingswood School  

844 Coke, T. and H. Moore (1792), Life of Wesley, 296-297 

845 Female pupils included the Reverend William Grimshawôs daughter, who died there in 1750. Ives, A. G. 

(1970), Kingswood School, 39-40  

846 Kingswood School Archives, Kingswood School Account Book (1764-1770) 

847 A more advanced course, which Wesley envisaged as equivalent to a university-level ministerial training 

course, was also available, at a higher fee - see Works, Minutes, Introduction, 82. Peter Jaco, as a young 

óexhorterô in his twenties, was encouraged by Wesley to train at Kingswood before becoming a full-time 

itinerant preacher, but on arriving there in April 1754 was disappointed to find that it was full - óA Short 

Account of Mr. Jaco. Written by Himself: in a Letter to Mr. Wesleyô, AM I (1778), 541-544, at 543. For some 
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was for long insufficient to cover costs, which broadly averaged some Ã600 a year - 

comparable to those of the Countess of Huntingdonôs college at Trevecca - though on a rising 

trend.848 

In 1756 the school was officially adopted by the Conference, which commissioned a 

subscription for it, and authorised an annual collection, and although it is not clear when 

these financial provisions were implemented, annual subscriptions were made thereafter at 

London and Bristol.849 In 1763 Wesley launched a further appeal for Connexional support, 

encouraging members and supporters to send their boys there.850 Revenue from the annual 

Kingswood Collection, for which records exist from 1765, rose steadily, probably reflecting 

not simply growing membership but also increasing income from supporters as well as 

members (see Annex 9A).851  

The 1764-1769 school roll shows that some quarter of the boys were preachersô sons;852 their 

costs were met from the Collection, which was raising on average an annual Ã140 (see Annex 

                                                           
comparative data on other private boarding schools, see Hans, N. A. (1951). New Trends in Education in the 

Eighteenth Century. London, Routledge and Kegan Paul. He cites annual fees for their basic provision of Ã25 

for the Kensington Academy, founded in 1763 (pages 77-78); Ã16 in 1780 for óMr. Shieldôs Academyô, Ewell 

(79); Ã30 for the Soho Academy in the 1740s (87-89); and Ã12 for the basic curriculum at the York Academy 

in 1764 (94-95)   

848 óThe annual cost of operating Trevecca hovered between Ã500 and Ã600, about half the countessôs income.ô 

Brown, D. E. S. (1992). Evangelicals and Education in Eighteenth-century Britain: A study of Trevecca 

College, 1768-1792. PhD, University of Wisconsin-Madison, 141; her sources include Cannon, T. (1791). The 

Family Library, being the substance of a funeral sermon, preached at the City Chapel, Grub-Street, London, 

135 

849 Works, Minutes, Record of the 1756 Conference, 277-278, and fn.969 

850 Works, Minutes, óLarge Minutes 1753-1763ô, 863-865, Qs.57-58 

851 Works, Minutes, 307, 503, 733; Minutes II, 64 

852 Ives, A. G. (1970), Kingswood School, 57 



238 
 

9D). As revenue rose, more preachersô sons entered Kingswood (see Annex 9B), but there 

were capacity constraints, such that in 1777 no preachersô sons could be admitted;853 and in 

1781 the Conference discussed establishing a second school in Yorkshire.854 In 1782, the 

preacher Adam Clarke, who briefly attended it, observed: 

The latter (sc. the parlour boarders or full fee-payers) were taken in, because the 
public collections were not sufficient to support the institution.855  

In 1785 the Conference introduced a minimum admission age of nine to reduce the pressure, 

and in 1787 it began paying educational allowances to preachersô sons for whom there was 

no place (see Annexes 9B-C). Payment of allowances - initially for clothing - for preachersô 

children possibly began in 1774, initially only for girls.856 Wesley preferred them to be 

educated at appropriately strict establishments: ideally, Kingswood for the boys, and Miss 

Owenôs boarding school at Publow for the girls.857 In time, children for whom there was no 

room at an approved establishment received an allowance to fund their education 

elsewhere.858 

                                                           
853 Works, Minutes, 469, Q.12 

854 Works, Minutes, 515-516, Q.24 

855 Bishop, M. óWesleyôs Four Schools at Kingswoodô, in Macquiban, T. (ed.). (1996). Issues in Education: 

some Methodist perspectives. Oxford, Applied Theology Press: Westminster Wesley Series, 52. He is quoting 

Clarke, A. (1823) Memoirs of the Wesley Family. London, J. Kershaw, 159. The abbreviation ósc.ô (for 

óscilicetô) is equivalent to óviz.ô (óthat is to sayô)  

856 Works, Minutes, 432, Q.11. The reference is suggestive but unclear. óQ.11. What can be done in order to 

pay for the clothes of the preachersô children? A. If their parents can pay for them, in whole or in part, they 

should; if they cannot, all is well.ô 

857 In 1775 she was charging Ã16 a year for full boarding. See MARC, Bardsley Correspondence and Diaries, 

vol. 3, letter from Samuel Bardsley to Mrs. Doncaster dated 24 April 1775, 260  

858 There was a quite separate system of maintenance allowances for children, which was funded from the 

Yearly Collection and came to be known as óchildrenôs quarterageô. Children were not intended to receive both 

payments, though some apparently did. In 1791 the Conference decided that óThe preachersô children that 
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By the late 1780s, however, the Collection was large enough to fund the whole school, and 

in 1788 the Conference decided that at least 80 per cent of the pupils should be sons of 

preachers;859 the proportion reached an estimated 75 per cent in 1792;860 and by 1795-1796 

the schoolôs accounts recorded no fee-paying pupils.861 

Wesley was actively interested in the school, but in 1791 the Conference appointed a 

superintending committee, and then in 1795 a resident governor, the first being Joseph 

Bradford, who had been president of the Conference in that year.862 He was held accountable 

to the Conference on a ócharge and dischargeô basis for a block grant paid at the start of the 

Connexional year.863 

There is evidence that the financial security provided by the Kingswood Collection led to 

complacency and excess at the school, which had its critics. In 1792 Wesleyôs nephew, John 

Annesley Colet, who had spent eight years there, claimed that it always óproduced a 

considerable surpliceô, partly because it had only two full-time masters, and few other staff 

since the boys did the household chores. One master, he alleged, had misappropriated school 

funds, and his overall assessment was scathing: 

                                                           
cannot be admitted into the School, and are allowed Ã12 per ann. for their education, shall not receive the usual 

salary of Ã4 either from the circuit or from the yearly collection.ô Quarterage was thus presumably intended 

for children below or above the normal age of school attendance. See Works, Minutes, 769, Q.35, A.(2) 

859 Works, Minutes, 668, Q.26 

860 Coke, T. and H. Moore (1792), Life of Wesley, 296 

861 Kingswood School Archives, Kingswood School Account Book (1795-1824), 1-11 

862 Ives, A. G. (1970), Kingswood School, 107-108 

863 Kingswood School Account Book (1795-1824), 1-11. For ócharge and dischargeô accounting see Pollard, 

S. (1965). The Genesis of Modern Management. London, Edward Arnold, 209 et seq. Charles Wesleyôs 1762 

hymn óA charge to keep I haveô embodies the key concepts 
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Any one that will be at the pains to calculate the expenses and income, will find that 
the Society have been grossly and villainously imposed upon, by false pretences and 
representations.864 

A few years later, Kilham argued that the annual cost of educating a boy at Kingswood was 

around twice what it should be, and advocated either moving it to a cheaper part of the 

country, or its closure. Educational allowances for all preachersô sons would, he suggested, 

be cheaper and more humane than a Kingswood education, and the long absences from home 

which it required.865 He also accused Pawson of mismanaging the Collection, losing Ã80 in 

the process.866 

One outcome was greater transparency: published accounts date from 1797-1798 (see Annex 

9A). Food and clothing were the dominant expenditure items.867 The school was expanding 

at the time, the number of boys rising from thirty in 1797-1798 to forty in 1799-1800, but 

war-time food price inflation was also significant, and the schoolôs expenditure on flour and 

other cereals more than doubled.868 By 1800 overall costs per pupil exceeded Ã20.869 

Bradfordôs assessment on taking up the governorship was also unfavourable. In December 

1795 Pawson told his colleague Benson: 

                                                           
864 Colet, J. A. (1792). A Letter to the Rev. Thomas Coke LlD. and Mr. Henry Moore.... London, Printed for J. 

Luffman, H. D. Symonds, J. Phillips, and J. Cottle (Bristol), 32 

865 Kilham, A. (1796), Free Enquiry, 86 

866 The charge was rebutted, though not entirely convincingly, in Pawson, J. and A. Mather (1796), Affectionate 

Address, 11 

867 Minutes I, 434-435 

868 Between 1795 and 1800, for example, London bread prices rose by 43 per cent. See Ashton, T. S. (1959), 

Economic Fluctuations, Table 1, 181 

869 See Annexes 9A and B 
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I had a letter from Brother Bradford yesterday.  He gives a most melancholy account 
of the state in which he found the school....He blames me on account of that familyôs 
going to Kingswood....870  

He made immediate economies: after his first year, expenditure on alcoholic drink, tea and 

sugar, stationery, field labour, and horse-keeping, for example, was cut; expenditure fell by 

around a third.871 This helped to enable funds earmarked for the school to be loaned to the 

wider Connexion: Ã500 in 1796, Ã600 in 1797, almost Ã1,200 in 1799, and nearly Ã800 in 

1800.872 By then, the approach seems to have been for surplus cash to be surrendered, once 

the schoolôs estimated running costs in the year ahead were covered. Overall, therefore, this 

aspect of the Connexionôs educational activities was a financial success. 

(ii) Other early Wesleyan schools 

Schools were however never the principal focus of the Wesleyansô educational effort. Family 

worship and religious instruction was an integral part of Wesleyôs approach, as was the 

establishment of childrenôs classes in the societies, which from 1766 were expected to meet 

with the preacher for at least an hour twice a week.873 The Foundery in London, the New 

Room in Bristol, and the Newcastle Orphan House, all included schools;874 a similar school 

in the Dublin headquarters opened in 1784; other schools followed, for example one for óthe 

                                                           
870 Letter of 24 December 1795 from John Pawson to Joseph Benson. Bowmer, J. C. and J. A. Vickers, (eds.). 

(1995), Pawson Letters, Vol.2, 59. The editors suggest that óthat familyô refers to Adam Clarkeôs father, who 

was a failure as headmaster. His appointment to Kingswood was agreed at the 1794 Conference - see Minutes 

I, 312. Pawson denied any role in the decision 

871 Kingswood School Archives, Kingswood School Account Book (1795-1824), 1-11 

872 Minutes I, 405, 434-435; Minutes II, 37, 69 

873 Works, Minutes, 341, Q.31 

874 Martin, M. C. (2009). óMarketing religious identity: female educators, Methodist culture, and eighteenth-

century childhoodô, in Hilton, M. and J. Shefrin, Educating the Child in Enlightenment Britain. Farnham and 

Burlington, VT, Ashgate, 61-62 
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children of the poor of every denominationô at West Street chapel in London.875 But while 

the overall scale of the Wesleyansô educational efforts is unknown, and although Wesley 

took a continuing personal interest in them, they were financed locally; there is no trace of 

them in published national financial reports.  

(iii) Sunday schools 

The origins of the Sunday school movement are usually attributed to Robert Raikes in 1780, 

though there were earlier examples, such as the school established in High Wycombe 

(Buckinghamshire) by the Wesleyan Hannah Ball in 1769.876 The pace certainly quickened 

in the later eighteenth century, when they became major objects of provincial 

philanthropy.877 In July 1784 Wesley was impressed by the new Anglican Sunday school at 

Bingley, and in a 1785 article in the Arminian Magazine Raikes explained their benefits.878 

Perhaps the first of this new Wesleyan tranche of Sunday schools was established at Ashton-

under-Lyne in 1786; a fund-raising event on 18 November 1787 included a sermon and 

ómany select Pieces out of the Messiahô.879 The Bolton Sunday school opened in 1787, 

growing to an establishment of 900-1,000 students and eighty volunteer masters.880 Wesley 

was enthusiastic, writing in January 1788 to one of his Bolton preachers: 

                                                           
875 Levistone Cooney, D. A. (2003). óMethodist Schools in Dublin.ô Dublin Historical Record, 56 (1) (Spring 

2003), 41-52, at 42. On West Street Chapel School see (1797) Rules for the General Government of the Charity 

Schools, instituted by the Methodist Society in West-Street, Seven-Dials, Londoné. London 

876 Tyerman, L. (1870-1871), Wesley, Vol. 2, 534; see also Tranter, D. óJohn Wesley and the education of 

childrenô, in Macquiban, T., (ed.). (1996), Issues in Education, 17 

877 This account draws on that in Laqueur, T. W. (1976). Religion and Respectability: Sunday schools and 

working class culture 1780-1850. New Haven, CT and London 

878 Raikes, R. (1985). óAn account of the Sunday-Charity Schools, lately begun in various Parts of England.ô 

AM VIII, 41-43 

879 Rose, E. A. (1967), Ashton-under-Lyne, Vol. 1, 27-28 

880 Entries for 27 July 1787, Works, Journal VII, 46, f.n.7; and 19-20 April 1788, Works, Journal VII, 76-77 
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I verily think these Sunday schools are one of the noblest specimens of charity which 
have been set on foot in England since the time of William the Conqueror.881 

Naglee suggests that the adoption of Sunday schools by Wesleyans reflected the impact of 

industrial change in reducing the viability of childrenôs classes in societies, arguing that they: 

....solved a growing problem for Wesley.  The increase of child labor in the last 
quarter of the eighteenth century meant a depletion of children in the weekday classes 
of the societies.  Since the children did not have to work on Sundays, their religious 
instruction could easily be shifted to that day in the Sunday School program.882 

It is also important to remember that the ages of Sunday school students ranged widely, and 

many were young adults.  

The larger urban Sunday schools were typically inter-denominational, and expansion was 

rapid. Total enrolment in England grew from an estimated 60,000 in 1788 to over 200,000 

in 1801, by when there were some 2,290 Sunday schools, more than half Anglican.883 In 

1785 a non-denominational national Sunday School Society was formed, which provided 

information, books and grants to local Sunday schools, mainly small rural schools: raising 

Ã1,636 in initial subscriptions in late 1785, over the next ten years it spent Ã6,850, of which 

70-80 per cent was on books.884 

Inter-denominational collaboration was often problematic, especially because some 

Anglican clergy disliked Sunday schoolsô autonomy, and their special provision for non-

Anglicans. Laqueur argues that: 

The hatred of the clergy for the Methodist preacher, a man without a parochial base, 
often with little education, wealth, or standing, was transferred or extended to the 
Sunday school and other lay initiated projects.885 

                                                           
881 Letter of 9 January 1788 from John Wesley to Duncan Wright. Telford, Letters VIII, 33-34 

882 Naglee, D. I. (1987). From Font to Faith: John Wesley on infant baptism and the nurture of children. New 

York, NY, Peter Lang, 239 

883 Laqueur, T. W. (1976), Religion and Respectability, Tables 4 and 5, 44 

884 Laqueur, T. W. (1976), Religion and Respectability, 33-36 

885 Laqueur, T. W. (1976), Religion and Respectability, 75 
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This led to the collapse of shared arrangements in Birmingham and elsewhere in the 

Midlands in the mid 1780s, and to Wesleyan secession from the Manchester school in 1799. 

Wesleyan Sunday schools continued to draw from the wider community in terms both of 

their attendance and their funding. In 1788 the entire Bolton circuit reported a membership 

of 1,100;886 and it is unlikely that this membership collectively could populate one such large 

Sunday school. When visiting Kingôs Lynn in October 1790, Wesley noted in his journal the 

extent of local support for the Wesleyan Sunday school: 

In the evening, all the clergymen in the town, except one who was lame, was present 
at the preaching. They are all prejudiced in favour of the Methodists, as indeed are 
most of the townsmen, who give a fair proof by contributing so much to our Sunday 
schools, so that there is near twenty pounds in hand.887 

Bensonôs 1801 explanation of the value of Sunday schools implies that they had a broader 

educational mission: 

....a very considerable number of children are found in such indigent circumstances, 
that they are under the necessity of being early employed in labouring to procure 
their own maintenance; the consequence of which is, that they cannot possibly be 
allowed any time for the purposes of instruction or education.888 

But Sunday schools also fulfilled a welfare role, as Valton noted:  

22 November 1789. This morning I met the Sunday School children at Pensford. I 
believe there were nearly seventy. Most of them had just received new coats and 
gowns.889 

                                                           
886 Works, Minutes, 657 

887 Entry for 19 October 1790, Works, Journal VII, 194 

888 Benson, J. (1801). An Apology for the People Called Methodistsé. London, Printed by G. Story; Sold by 

G. Whitfield and others. This edition had two pages numbered as 370; the citation starts on the second of these, 

continuing on 371 

889 J. C. N. (1912), óExcerpts from John Valtonôs MS. Journal,ô in PWHS VIII, 21-23, 33-36, 67-69, 100-102, 

117-119, 150-152, 191-194, at 117 
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Pupils at the Golden Lane Sunday school in London, the first Wesleyan Sunday school in 

the metropolis, established in 1798, received hats and shoes as rewards for regular 

attendance.890  

Wesleyan Sunday schools were typically managed by leading members of local societies, 

who took financial responsibility for them. In 1793 Benson claimed that in the previous year 

the Manchester chapels raised Ã114 for their Sunday schools:891 in 1800 he estimated 

attendance at the Bolton-le-Moors Sunday school at this time at 1,100-1,200 children, and 

at Stockport (where a November 1799 collection had raised Ã170 for the schools) 1,500-

2,000 children.892  

In London, the Methodist Sunday-School Society was formed in 1798, its purpose being to 

found and run schools in London. On 16 December 1798 its first fund-raising sermons were 

given at City Road chapel, by Drs. Coke and Whitehead; the hymnsheet explained that: 

This Society was instituted for the purpose of establishing Sunday-schools in 
London, upon a similar plan to those at Manchester, Stockport, &c., where the 
children are taught by persons who attend gratis. Since its commencement, two 
schools have been established, in which there are above four hundred children and 
forty teachers.893 

In August 1799 the rolls exceeded 600;894 by 1800 annual expenditure was some Ã80, or 

some 2s.8d. per pupil:895 a cost-effective form of educational provision. According to the 

1801 annual report on the Wesleyan Sunday school at Leek, forty teachers and four ushers - 

                                                           
890 Grosvenor, S. (1856). History of the City Road Chapel Sunday, Day, and Infant Schoolsé. London, Printed 

by William Nicholls, 11 

891 Benson, J. (1793), Defence, 43 

892 Benson, J. (1800). A Vindication of the People Called Methodistsé. London, Printed by G. Story, 24 

893 Stevenson, G. J. (1872), City Road Chapel, 154 

894 Stevenson, G. J. (1872), City Road Chapel, 153-155 

895 Entry for 1800, MARC, London Society Accounts 
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all unpaid - were teaching some 300 children, at a total cost of Ã11.1s.6d., or a mere 9d. a 

year per pupil.896    

Sunday Schools enjoyed high-level Connexional support: in March 1799 the London 

Sunday-School Society engaged the senior preachers Mather as President, and Pawson and 

Atmore as two of the four Vice-Presidents; but there was no direct Connexional financial 

involvement.897    

In supplanting Wesleyan óchildrenôs classesô and facilitating evangelical outreach into the 

non-member community, the Sunday Schools arguably exemplified a broader educational 

and social mission, rather than the inwardly-focused membership discipline characteristic of 

the movement earlier in its history.898               

Wesleyan Methodism and welfare 

As with education, it is essential to remember that the Wesleyan approach to the poor 

embraced the spiritual as well as the material: the distribution of free religious tracts to the 

poor was, for example, an integral part of Wesleyôs engagement with them.899 

There were three main aspects to the Connexionôs activities to relieve material poverty. First, 

John Wesley was a lifelong practitioner of personal giving, and was also directly involved 

in a wide range of activities - some quite short-lived - such as soup kitchens during hard 

winters, support of prisoners, and provision of inexpensive medical services. Second, local 

societies raised money specifically for the relief of poverty amongst their members, often 

                                                           
896 Brigden, T. E. (1897). The Old Leek Sunday School. A Centenary Record... 1797 to 1897. Leek, W. H. 

Eaton, 12 

897 Stevenson, G. J. (1872), City Road Chapel, 154-155 

898 A possible parallel with the decline of the Methodist class meeting charted by Goodhead - see Goodhead, 

A. F. (2010). A Crown and a Cross: the origins, development, and decline of the Methodist class meeting in 

eighteenth century England. Eugene, OR, Wipf and Stock 

899 As discussed in chapter seven, the Wesleyansô Religious Tract Society was founded in 1782 
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through collections at ólove-feastsô, and individual members also engaged in charitable 

activity. Thirdly, as time wore on the Connexion became more active in the relief of poverty 

beyond the membership, especially through local Strangerôs Friend Societies. However, the 

poor scarcely featured in the national financial accounts or in Conference agendas and 

minutes.900    

(i) John Wesley and the poor 

John Wesley engaged in often unplanned and spontaneous charitable giving throughout his 

life: one biographer, Henry Moore, estimated that he gave away some Ã30,000.901 Bradburn, 

one of Wesleyôs confidants in the 1780s, later recalled: 

I know that he gave away within the year, from the Bristol Conference, 1780, to the 
Leeds Conference, 1781, in private charities, above fourteen hundred pounds!....  He 
told me himself in London, in the year 1787, that he never gave away out of his own 
pocket, less than a thousand pounds a year.902 

Analysis of surviving accounts - both Wesleyôs personal records and those of the Wesleyan 

Book Room - offer some confirmation of this, though they intermingle personal and 

Connexional income and expenditure, a distinction which he did not draw: they include for 

example income from Book Room profits, and grants which he made to chapels (see Annex 

9E). His giving primarily comprised gifts to his family; donations to Connexional causes; 

and spontaneous acts of kindness. For example, in 1788 Wesleyôs personal accounts record 

that Atlay gave away Ã564 on Wesleyôs behalf, primarily to family or Connexional causes, 

in addition to some Ã170 disbursed by Wesley personally.903 

                                                           
900 One exception is this injunction to a preacherôs wife in the 1780 óLarge Minutesô: ó....she should be a pattern 

of industry: always at work, either for herself, her husband, or the poor.ô Works, Minutes, Text E (1780), 931, 

Q.69 

901 Stevenson, G. J. (1872), City Road Chapel, 107 

902 Bradburn, S. (1795), Farther Account, 18-19 

903 Entries for 1782 et seq., MARC, John Wesleyôs Personal Accounts 
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Constant personal fund-raising underpinned this: on 10 March 1765, for example, Wesley 

preached in the old French church, Spitalfields, collecting Ã40 for local unemployed 

weavers; a further Ã14 was contributed that evening to relieve poverty amongst London 

members.904 But his fund-raising reached well beyond the membership and chapel 

congregations.905 

Wesleyôs charitable interests ranged wide: he was for example an active supporter - and a 

óperpetual directorô - of the Humane Society, raising funds for it by preaching charity 

sermons, as in 1777;906 in November 1787, he preached a sermon for the Nottingham 

General Hospital,907 and the following month one for the Finsbury Dispensary.908  

In addition to continually raising and disbursing money, Wesley also led or personally 

encouraged a wide range of practical schemes to help the poor and others in need.  

In November 1740 he organised an employment scheme for women in London, twelve of 

whom were employed for the winter months óin carding and spinning of cotton.ô909 In May 

1741 he launched a collection of a weekly penny amongst London society members ófor the 

relief of the poor and sickô;910 in 1743 he established a London visiting society, comprising 

                                                           
904 Tyerman, L. (1870-1871), Wesley, Vol. 2, 534-535 

905 See Rodell, J. (2003), óòThe best houseòô, 122 

906 In November 1777 he recorded in his journal preaching a sermon for the Society at Lewisham Church - 

entry for 23 November 1777, Works, Journal VI, 71. His two nephews were advertised as playing at the service, 

and the collection was probably approaching Ã50. For this and a brief account of Wesleyôs links with the 

Society, see Smith, S. A. óJohn Wesley and the Humane Societyô, Bulletin of the Wesley Historical Society, 

London and Home Counties Branch, Issue 40 (Autumn 1989), 11-12     

907 Entry for 9 November 1787, Works, Journal VII, 65-66 

908 Entry for 16 December 1787, Works, Journal VII, 68 

909 Entry for 25 November 1740, Works, Journal II, 173 

910 Entry for 7 May 1741, Works, Journal II, 193-194 
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forty-six visitors who visited the sick in pairs; and for a time he also sponsored a poorhouse 

in London, primarily for ófeeble, aged widowsô.911 In 1744 he raised Ã196 in two months for 

poor relief, enabling the London society to provide clothing to some 360 people.912 A 

dispensary was opened in London in December 1746, which in 1747 treated some 300 

people, at a cost of about Ã40; similar establishments were opened at Bristol and 

Newcastle.913  

In October 1759 Wesley became concerned, as winter approached, about the inadequacy of 

the clothing provided for the 1,100 French prisoners of war held at Knowle, near Bristol. He 

raised some Ã23 from collections at the New Room to buy them clothes and also made a 

public appeal through the press to óthe humanity and generosity of the gentlemen of 

Bristol.ô914 In early 1763 an unusually cold winter led to widespread destitution and hunger 

in London. Lloyd’s Evening Post for 26 January reported: 

Great numbers of poor people had pease pottage and barley broth given them at the 
Foundery, at the expense of Mr. Wesley; and a collection was made, in the same 
place of worship, for further supplying the necessities of the destitute, at which 
upwards of Ã100 was contributed.915 

Such acts of charity were not confined to Wesley and his followers: three days later the 

newspaper recorded that: 

                                                           
911 See Works, Societies, 274-277; Cameron, R. M. (1961). Methodism and Society in Historical Perspective. 

New York, NY, and Nashville, TN, Abingdon Press, 58-65; Rack, H. D. (1989). Reasonable Enthusiast, 361-

362; and Heitzenrater, R. P. (1995), John Wesley, 167 

912 Entry for 22 March 1744, Works, Journal III, 18 

913 Entries for 4 December 1746, 6 June 1747, and 16 January 1748, Works, Journal III, 150-151, 177, 204; 

Tyerman, L. (1870-1871), Wesley, Vol. 1, 525-527 

914 Entry for 15 October 1759, Works, Journal IV, 231. The public appeal is in a 20 October 1759 letter from 

John Wesley to the editor of Lloydôs Evening Post: Telford, Letters IV, 73-74; the New Room collections 

feature in his letter of 4 November 1759 to the editor of the Morning Chronicle: Telford, Letters, IV, 78. I am 

grateful to Professor Randy Maddox for drawing my attention to these letters 

915 Tyerman, L. (1870-1871), Wesley, Vol. 2, 468 
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....the Rev. Mr. Whitefield, being justly animated at the worthy example of several 
of his brethren in the episcopacy, has caused bread, meat &c. to be given away for 
eight days alternately at both ends of the town, to a promiscuous multitude of poor, 
from six hundred to twelve....916  

Earlier, in the 1740s, the Calvinistic Methodists of London were engaged in various schemes 

of poor relief, and ran a job-finding service for members seeking work.917 And Wesleyôs 

lending stock, which made small short-term loans (up to Ã1 for a maximum of three months) 

to support businesses, and from which the bookseller Lackington benefited, was in the 

tradition of parochial stocks administered by parish officials.918  

Some of these ventures were significant in scale - Wesley claimed for example that his 

lending stock had helped 250 people in its first eighteen months;919 but they were modest 

when compared with publicly-funded poor relief. Hitchcock has noted that: 

                                                           
916 Lloydôs Evening Post, 29 January 1763 

917 Welch, E., (ed.) (1975), Calvinistic Methodist Chapels. See for example the London Tabernacle minutes 

for 12 November 1744 (page 19) and 14 January 1745 (25)    

918 Entry for 17 January 1748, Works, Journal III, 204. Wesleyôs lending stock had originated in a broader 

vision of the pooling of incomes by local society members. As Viney recorded in 1744, Wesley ótold me of an 

intention he and some few have of beginning a Community of goods, but on a plan which I told him I doubted 

would not [sic] succeed. óTis thus: each is to bring what cash they have and put it together. If any owe small 

Debts, they are first to be paid. Then each abiding in their dwellings, and following their Business as they do 

now, are to bring weekly what they earn and put it into one common box, out of which they are again to receive 

weekly as much as is thought necessary to maintain their Familys, without Reflecting whether they put much 

or little into ye. Box.ô Entry for 22 February 1744, Viney Diary, Notebook 2. Sutcliffe claimed that the fund 

was plagued by defaults but survived nonetheless for twenty years - MARC, Sutcliffe, J., History, II, 700. See 

also Walsh, J. (1990), óCommunity of Goodsô. For parochial stocks see Holderness, B. A (1981), óThe clergy 

as money-lenders in England, 1550-1700,ô in OôDay, R. and F. Heal, (eds.), (1981), Princes and Paupers, 195-

209 

919 Entry for 17 January 1748, Works, Journal III, 204 
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The system of poor relief in eighteenth-century London was extensive, expensive, 
and remarkably comprehensive.920 

By 1776, there were eighty-six workhouses in London, plus some dozen ópauper farmsô in 

Hoxton and Mile End. Over 15,000 paupers were housed in workhouses, and in 1776, 

approximately Ã174,000 was raised by rates and spent on poor relief.921 Total expenditure 

on poor relief in England in 1776 was almost Ã1.5 million.922 

(ii) Wesleyan members and supporters and the poor 

While Fieldôs research suggests that Methodists contained fewer ólabourers, servants and 

paupersô than the national population, poor harvests, financial crises, war-time disruption 

and disease were significant and widespread risks.923 An estimated 20 per cent of the 

European urban population were vulnerable when bread prices rose, with perhaps 4-8 per 

cent wholly reliant on charity or begging.924 It is not therefore surprising that financial aid 

for the poor appears in some of the movementôs oldest records. The earliest payments were 

one-off gifts to individuals who had come to the attention of the local society, funded from 

the weekly class contributions. Thus in the early 1750s the Todmorden societyôs accounts 

record occasional payments to the poor, paid when its annual income was around Ã10, such 

as 7d. given óTo a poor woman in distressô on 9 January 1752 (see extracts at Annex 9F).925 

                                                           
920 Hitchcock, T. (2004). Down and Out in Eighteenth-century London. London, Hambledon and London, 132 

921 Hitchcock, T. (2004), Down and Out, 133 

922 Expenditure reached Ã1,943,649 in 1783-1784, and Ã4,077,891 in 1803. Rule, J. (1992). Albionôs People, 

Table 5.1, 129 

923 On the social structure of Methodism see Field, C. D. (1994), óSocial compositionô. Table 3 on 165 cites 

the proportion of ólabourers, servants and paupersô amongst English male Methodist members (1759-1799) as 

16.9 per cent, compared to proportions in the national population of 28.1 per cent in 1759 and 35.4 per cent in 

(1801-1803). See also chapter ten 

924 Woolf, S. (1986). The Poor in Western Europe in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries. London, 

Methuen, 6 

925 MARC, AN1977/487, Todmorden Circuit Book, 51-53 
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Contemporary practice in London was more extensive and systematic, as Viney discovered 

one morning in February 1744 when he went to retrieve his hat from a room in the Foundery: 

This morning after John Nelson had preachôd from 5 to 6 oôclocké.Mr Westley had 
a meeting with ye. Leaders of ye. Classes, men & women, who bring in every 
Monday ye. money collected in each Class for ye. Poor, and at ye. same time as much 
of it as is found needfull by ye. majority present is given to such who want it. At this 
meeting I was not designedly, but because my Hat was in ye. Room and I could not 
get it till they were gone.926 

Baker has suggested that it was common at this period for the proceeds of the penny a week 

class contribution to be allocated to the poor, at least in part;927 and Bensonôs memoirs, 

published in 1822, suggest that the practice long continued: 

It is the business of a Leader, 1. To see each person in his class once a week, at least, 
in order to inquire how their souls prosper; to advise, reprove, comfort, or exhort, as 
occasion may require; to receive what they are willing to give to the poor, or toward 
the support of the Gospel....928  

A second major source of funds to relieve the poor was the love-feast collection. As Baker 

suggests: 

The primitive usage was to make the Agape an occasion for benevolence. Similarly 
the collection at the Methodist love-feast (often taken during the distribution of food, 
and regarded by the ignorant as paying for their provisions) seems normally to have 
gone to the poor.929 

Bennet recorded one such instance at Birstal in 1749: 

After preaching we had a love feast, and the Lord was pleased to favour wth. His 
presence, and graciously to visit our souls with a shower of heart reviveing love. The 
collections then made were distributed to the poor members of the society.930 

Thirdly, some societies also gave to the poor the collections taken at Holy Communion. In 

central London, where ordained clergy were always available, this was a reliable and 

                                                           
926 Entry for 27 February 1744, Duke I, Viney Diary, Notebook 2 

927 Baker, F. (1965), óPolityô, 227-228 

928 Macdonald, J. (1822), Benson Memoirs, 536-537 

929 Baker, F. (1957). Methodism and the Love-Feast. London, Epworth Press, 16 

930 Entry for 7 June 1749, Duke I, Bennet Papers, Journal, vol. 9 
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significant source of income, but elsewhere - at least until the 1790s - Wesleyans typically 

celebrated Communion in the parish church.    

While much of the Wesleyansô welfare activities concentrated on local societies and their 

members, their founding vision was broader. As Brendlinger has commented of John 

Wesley: 

Throughout his writing he clearly indicated that works of mercy begin in the church 
but extend to all in need....The crucial factor necessary for Christianity to bring 
change to society was for Christians to do good to all, not a select few.931 

As already  noted, in his 1760 sermon on óThe Use of Moneyô, Wesley made clear that in 

managing their finances his followers should - to the extent that their resources permitted - 

aim to help óall menô.932 As Levene has commented: 

This religious group was thus quite distinctive in seeking out poor families outside 
its own community for assistance.933 

It is however not always clear from the records whether those helped were society members 

or not. A lack of clarity in Wesleyan practice was evident to contemporaries, and preachers 

were accused of soliciting funds for the poor which were then diverted for their own use. 

One 1780 satirist published an óItinerant Field Oratorôs Methodist Sermonô, including the 

following appeal to the congregation: 

Therefore, down on your KNEES, down on your MARROW-BONES, and Pray for 

Mercy, else you will all be turned into Beelzebub’s Under-Ground KITCHEN, to 
make Bubble and Squeak of your SOULS for the DEVILôS DINNER. To avoid 
which, 

- Drop your MONEY at the Door 

                                                           
931 Brendlinger, I. A. (2008). Social Justice Through the Eyes of Wesley: John Wesley's theological challenge 

to slavery. Kitchener, ON, Joshua Press, 136-137. See also Walsh, J. (1990), óCommunity of goodsô 

932 Works, Sermons II, Sermon 50, 277 - see also discussion in chapter four 

933 Levene, A. (2012). The Childhood of the Poor: welfare in eighteenth-century London. Basingstoke, 

Palgrave Macmillan, 157 
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And (when I please) Iôll give it to the poor.934    

Over time, however, there were two key trends. First, Wesleyan poor relief became 

increasingly detached from the mainstream of local societiesô finance, and payments to the 

poor ceased to appear in their general accounts.935 Thus the West Street chapel in London 

ran a poor fund from at least 1764. For some decades this was mainly financed by 

contributions from the societyôs classes, which raised over 90 per cent of its income in 1765, 

1775 and 1785. From 1788, however, no class money was used in this way, and funds instead 

came from various congregational collections: in 1795, 48 per cent came from weekly 

services of Holy Communion and other weekly services, 28 per cent from quarterly 

collections, and 22 per cent from collections on the great festival days.936 Similarly, by 1795, 

the Redruth society ran a separate poor fund, with its own account book, funded from 

collections taken at the quarterly love-feasts and from an additional monthly collection;937 

and the Dublin óPoorôs Fundô dates from at least 1783.938  

Second, local bureaucracies for assessing and responding to the needs of the poor replaced 

spontaneous gift-giving. For example, in the 1780s and 1790s the Otley society typically 

organised three love-feasts a year, each raising Ã1 or so in cash which could be distributed 

to named needy individuals, who seem to have either been members, or if not were at least 

                                                           
934 (1780). The Secret Disclosôd in the Itinerant Field Oratorôs METHODIST SERMON, from Master Russellôs 

Lecture, or Attic Eveningôs Entertainment. London, Publisher unknown 

935 Tyson, J. R. (1997), óWhy did John Wesley ñfailò?ô, 185 

936 MARC, AN1977/497, MAW Ms.329: London (West Street): (WM) West Street Chapel Poor Fund (1764-

1796) - Account book. See also Lloyd, G. (2002), óEighteenth century Methodismô  

937 Cornwall Record Office, Redruth Chapel Poor Stewardsô Account Book 

938 In 1783 John Fletcher, then visiting Dublin, donated the money collected for his expenses to the Fund - 

Tyerman, L. (1882). Wesleyôs Designated Successor: the life, letters, and literary labours of the Rev. John 

William Fletcher. London, Hodder and Stoughton, 520-521 
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known to the society (see Annex 9F).939  In contrast to Todmorden in the 1750s, the payments 

were partially standardised and made at set dates. The arrangements at Redruth in the 1790s 

were similar: in the first (Ladyday) quarter of 1796, most of the forty-eight beneficiaries 

were paid standard amounts (one shilling) on the same day (4 January).940  

The overall scale of this activity is hard to assess. In 1790, the 800 members of the Bristol 

society were raising some Ã90 a year for the poor through class contributions, love-feast 

collections, and a monthly (presumably congregational) collection.941 In London, annual 

direct expenditure by the society on poor relief between 1770 and 1800 was about Ã700. 

Although direct grant aid to the poor was declining, it was replaced at least in part by funds 

flowing to Sunday schools and the Strangersô Friend Society.942 In Manchester, Benson 

claimed in 1793 that in the previous year the Wesleyan chapels had collected some Ã200 ófor 

the poor of their own Society.ô943 Other local welfare activities by societies included the 

almshouse for poor women members which opened in Dublin in 1767, but this was again 

                                                           
939 Wesley College Bristol Collection, D1/5, Account Book of the Otley Methodist Society, Love-feast 

accounts  (photocopy)  

940 Entry for Ladyday quarter 1796, Cornwall Record Office, Redruth Chapel Poor Stewardsô Account Book. 

As noted in the Preface, the Ladyday quarter was the third of the Connexional year 

941 Anon. (1938). óWesley and the Bristol Societyô, PWHS XXI, 8 (December 1938), 198-203. Bristol was a 

wealthy city, though the majority of the membership (which was two-thirds female) was of modest means. 

Membership estimated from class and ticket money receipts.  See also Kent, J. (1976), óWesleyan Membership 

in Bristol 1783ô, in Walker, D., W. J. Sheils and J. Kent. An Ecclesiastical Miscellany. Bristol, Records Section 

of the Bristol and Gloucestershire Archaelogical Society, 103-132 

942 Entries for expenditure in 1770, 1780, and 1790, MARC, London Society Accounts. See also Lloyd, G. 

(2002), óEighteenth century Methodismô, 121-130. Strangerôs Friend Societies are discussed below 

943 Benson, J. (1793), Defence, 43. Manchester circuit membership stood at 1,400 in July 1792 and 1,500 in 

July 1793 - see Minutes I, 264, 282  
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supported through subscriptions and annual charity sermons rather than from general society 

funds.944       

An 1829 analysis of the Wesleyan polity estimated that the average member was contributing 

6d. to the poor annually through love-feast collections alone;945 the fragmentary data for the 

later eighteenth century suggest that this may under-estimate total expenditure on the poor. 

In Otley, the average annual per capita contribution 1783-1799 was some 10d.; in 1790 

Bristol over 2s.0d.; in Manchester in 1793 some 3s.0d.; in early 1796 in Redruth 1s.1d; ; but 

in 1790 London almost 5s.0d.946 If we use 1s.0d. as a broad average for per capita 

expenditure, then the Connexion was possibly spending some Ã5,000 a year on general poor 

relief by 1800.   

(iii)  Wider outreach 

Some Wesleyan charitable activities were directed at non-members. In London, society 

membersô visits to the poor and sick, such as those in workhouses, were systematised in 

1772 with the establishment of the Sick Visiting Society, which deployed both lay visitors 

and its own cadre of preachers.947 And in Bristol, a public subscription for needy British 

                                                           
944 Levistone Cooney, D. A. (1997). óTwenty Reduced Widows.ô Dublin Historical Record, 50 (1) (Spring 

1997), 40-54. The almshouse continued to be run independently by a self-perpetuating board of trustees until 

being taken over by the Irish Methodist Conference in 1926 

945 Welch, C. (1829), Wesleyan Polity, 131. Welch estimated that between 1765 and 1828 some Ã152,000 had 

been raised and ódistributed among the poor of the Methodist Societies.ô 

946 Estimates by author based on society records 

947 Benson, J. and J. Wood (1800). Rules, revised Anno Domini, 1800, for the regulation and government, of 

a society, instituted, 1772, for the purpose of preaching to the poor, and visiting the sick in workhouses, &c. 

&c. London, Printed by March and Teape 
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troops and military widows and orphans received Ã16 from a 24 December 1775 collection 

at óthe Rev. Mr. Wesleyôs room.ô948 

In 1785, a network of Strangerôs Friend Societies began to emerge: the first was founded in 

London, focusing on St. Giles and Spitalfields, which had large Irish migrant populations. 

The Societies soon spread, to Norwich (1785);949 Bristol (1786); Liverpool, Nottingham, 

Dublin, Leeds, and Bath (1789); Manchester950 and Stockport (1790); Bolton (1793); Hull 

(1795); and also to Rochester and Chatham (1803), Birmingham, Bradford, Newcastle, 

Sheffield, and York.951 By 1800 they were offering a wide range of services to the poor, 

made available through domiciliary visits, including cash grants, clothing, bedding, and 

medical help.952  

Though Wesleyan in inspiration and operation - Wesley described one as óan excellent 

institutionô953 - their funding was by subscription and special collection, drawing in resources 

from well beyond the membership.. This had a long history: in 1743 Wesley recorded an 

early example in his Journal, from a visit to the fashionable spa of Bath: 

I preached at Bath. Some of the rich and great were present....Several of the gentry 
desired to stay at the meeting of the society....One of them (a noted infidel) hung 

                                                           
948 Morning Post and Daily Advertiser, 7 February 1776, accessed online December 2014 at British 

Newspapers 1600-1950 database 

949 This society, as that in London, was known as the Benevolent Society. See Virgoe, N., (ed.), (2007), Season 

Highly Profitable, 25  

950 This society was founded by the prominent preachers Clarke and Bradburn. Gregory, B. (1895). From 

Cobbler's Bench to President's Chair: Samuel Bradburn. London, C. H. Kelly, 90 

951 Most dates are as in Alexander-Macquiban, T. (2000). British Methodism and the Poor: 1785-1840. PhD, 

University of Birmingham, Appendix A, 305 

952 Levene, A. (2012), Childhood of the Poor, 157-158 

953 Letter of 9 February 1791 to from John Wesley to Adam Clarke, referring to the Manchester Society: 

Telford, Letters VIII, 261 
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over the next seat in an attitude not to be described; and when he went left half a 
guinea with Mary Naylor for the use of the poor.954 

Few early financial records survive, but in October 1786 the first annual report of the first 

London Society recorded expenditure of Ã57.7s.0d. in relieving 1,914 cases.955 The 

Societiesô affairs were kept distinct from local Wesleyan society, circuit and Connexional 

accounts. Indeed, the Manchester Society, and possibly others, required that Society funds 

be used for non-Wesleyans only.956 

Wesleyan chapels also on occasion took special collections for good causes, which were not 

always Connexional. In the 1790s one special collection in the Manchester chapels raised 

Ã102 for the Manchester Infirmary, while a similar amount was collected in Stockport.957 

The breadth of the Wesleyansô social concern can be seen in this 1786 advice from Mather 

to an unknown philanthropist: 

....objects to be relieved, in a temporal way, are the poor, lame [..illegible..] & 
indebted, who can neither provide for themselves, or dependantsô, necessary food, 
fire, raiment, bedding, nor physic, any more than discharge their lawful debts. The 

                                                           
954 Entry for 24 January 1743, Works, Journal II, 312-313 

955 See the first printed report of the óBenevolent Society held at their room, No. 15, Long-Lane, Smithfield, 

Oct 18th., 1786.ô Cited in Marriott, T. (1845), óMethodism in Former Days. No. XIV - Strangersô Friend 

Societies.ô Wesleyan-Methodist Magazine, Fourth Series, Vol. 1 (1845), 661-668, at 664  

956 A point about which Pawson complained to Benson: see Bowmer, J. C. and J. A. Vickers, (eds.), (1995), 

Pawson Letters. Letter of 6 November 1800 from John Pawson to Joseph Benson: óYou have indeed done 

wonders for the Benevolent Society, and by uniting them all in one they will certainly be the more respectable.  

I like the London plan abundantly better than that at Manchester which does not take in our own poor people.ô 

(page 30) For the rules of the Manchester Society see (1798) óAn Account of a Charitable Institutionô, AM XXI, 

418-426, at 420-422 

957 Benson, J. (1793), Defence, reported on the Manchester collection (page 43); Myles recalled that he raised 

almost Ã100 in Stockport around the same time, as part of a collection taken in places of worship throughout 

the Manchester area which raised some Ã6,000 in total.   See (1797), óMemoirs of William Myles, Preacher of 

the Gospel. 16 July 1796ô, AM XX, 313-317, at 315 
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four first may be classed thus. Orphans, fatherless, widows, husbands, wives, 
children, servants, natives, & strangers. Of the household of faith, & ungodly. 

The last class are such as by owing small sums have lost their credit and can neither 
have materials to work upon, nor tools to work with. Or having had no work to do, 
either by the severity of the weather, or scarcity of work, as in long & hard frosts. 
Gardeners, bricklayers, plasterers, painters, & their labourers; with the watermen that 
work on the inland navigations. And in ye case pawn their cloaths, tools, furniture & 
c....958 

These efforts were targeted not only in terms of their recipients but also in their focus on 

equipping people to enter or return to paid employment. The first public address produced 

by the London Society declared: 

This Society is founded upon charitable and benevolent principles, having been 
instituted Oct. 30th, 1785, for the sole purpose of communicating relief to the 
distressed of every denomination who may be properly recommended; inasmuch as 
by such timely assistance many of our fellow-creatures, now labouring under 
poverty, sickness, and distress, may be restored to health, enabled to resume their 
accustomed occupations, and become useful members of the community to which 
they belong.959 

Alongside institutionalised charity, many individual Wesleyans gave to the poor. Some were 

wealthy, such as the London layman William Marriott, who reportedly gave away more than 

Ã16,000 in one three year period.960 In November 1787, for example, he sent funds to Mather 

to alleviate the problems caused in Sheffield by the economic downturn. Mather responded: 

Yours of the 1st. came to hand to-day, covering a further supply for the number of 
necessitous for food, raiment, fire, physic, and instruction, wherewith this town and 
neighbourhood already abounds; and is more and more increasing every dayé. I 
will, if God permit, send you the account in due time, and hope you will tell me if 
you shall find I have been profuse in any matter.961 

According to the editor of his autobiography, Valton, a preacher with private means: 

                                                           
958 Letter of 18 February 1786 from Alexander Mather to an unknown addressee. MARC, AN1977/471: 

Alexander Mather: (WM) (1733-1800) Letters, doc.38 

959 Marriott, T. (1845), óMethodism in Former Daysô, 664 

960 See Stevenson, G. J. (1872), City Road Chapel, 182-183, 572-574 

961 Letter of 3 November 1787 from Alexander Mather to William Marriott. Duke I, Mather Correspondence 
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....travelled as a single man, and a gentleman; giving the surplus of his money to the 
poor.962  

Most Wesleyan personal charity was of course on a smaller scale, as the following 

unfortunate example from around 1740 suggests. The career robber and fraudster Robert 

Ramsey had joined the Wesleyans in Bristol, and shortly before his execution in January 

1742 he explained that he: 

é. got acquainted with a girl, who was formerly a Quaker, and who had lately turnôd 
Methodist, persuaded her that money was but dross, and she having Ã100 in her own 
hands, that she could not be saved unless she gave it all to the poor. The girl eager 
with the desire of becoming as good Christian, readily consented that Ramsey should 
dispose of all her money as he thought proper, which he did you must be sureé.963 

As the Connexion acquired property, it was also drawn into the payment of statutory poor 

rates which supported the provision of parochial poor relief;964 and the Wesleyansô efforts 

were dwarfed by public welfare expenditure. They were also, as already noted, far from 

unique, though perhaps the breadth of their concern for non-members was distinctive.  

Missions 

(i) The Wesleyan missions 

The history of Wesleyan missions is complicated, not least by problems of definition.965 

However, the Wesleyansô sustained efforts to spread the Gospel beyond the British Isles and 

North American colonies date essentially from the work of the prominent and wealthy 

                                                           
962,óThe Life of Mr. John Valton. Written by Himself. Edited, with many additions and letters, by Joseph 

Sutcliffe, A.M.ô, Jackson VI, 95 

963 Old Bailey Proceedings Online, http://www.oldbaileyonline.org/, accessed December 2014. Record 

OA17420113, 13 January 1742, óMr. Robert Ramseyôs Account of Himselfô 

964 Thus the accounts of the Horncastle circuit for Midsummer 1798 record the payment of Ã2.14s.8d. in 

óSundry Taxes & Parish Ratesô - Duke I, Horncastle Circuit Stewardôs Quarter Book 

965 The account which follows draws on that in Vickers, J. A. (1969), Thomas Coke. The official history of the 

Wesleyan missions was published in 1921: Findlay, G .G. and W. W. Holdsworth (1921). The History of the 

Wesleyan Methodist Missionary Society. In five volumes. London, Epworth Press. Volume 2 describes Cokeôs 

work in the West Indies 

http://www.oldbaileyonline.org/
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Wesleyan clergyman Thomas Coke. In 1783 and 1786, he issued proposals for a Wesleyan 

missionary society, its scope to include the Scottish Highlands and Islands as well as 

Newfoundland and the West Indies.966  

There were false starts: a mission to the Carib population of St. Vincent collapsed in 1790, 

having cost some Ã2,000, contributed by Coke and by subscriptions, largely from non-

Methodists;967 a second similar venture in 1796, to Fula in West Africa, failed having cost 

over Ã1,000.968 But Cokeôs basic plan worked, and in 1790, the Conference received a report 

claiming 5,350 members in the British Dominions, served by nineteen missionaries.969 By 

1800 there were over 11,000 members in the West Indies alone; Coke reported that amongst 

the black population: 

....we have been between fifty and sixty thousand under instruction, of all of whom 
we are in hopes that we shall be able in time, through the Grace of God, to give a 
good account. And the Lord has been pleased to raise up about fifty Preachers among 
the Negroes.970    

 (ii) Sources of finance 

Cokeôs missionary enterprise had three main sources of finance. Firstly, he provided 

substantial funds himself. He was a man of private means, having inherited some Ã3,000 in 

                                                           
966 The Plan of the Society for the Establishment of Missions among the Heathens was circulated in 1783, but 

was apparently unfruitful - see Vickers, J. A. (1969), Thomas Coke, 133-135; however Cokeôs publication in 

1786 of An Address to the Pious and Benevolent, proposing an annual subscription for the support of 

missionaries in the Highlands and adjacent islands of Scotland.... launched his missionary enterprise 

967 Vickers, J. A. (1969), Thomas Coke, 155-157 

968 Vickers, J. A. (1969), Thomas Coke, 290-296 

969 Works, Minutes, 718, 729. The largest presence by far was in Antigua, which reported 2,250  members 

970 (1800), óA Short Account of the Success of the Methodist Missionaries in the West-Indies,ô AM XXIII, 42-

43, at 42. The article is unsigned but seems to be by Coke. The Conference Minutes reported West Indies 

membership of 11,170 in 1799 and 12,057 in 1800. Minutes II, 15-16, 54. Lenton suggests that the black 

population at the time was something over 300,000 - Lenton, J. H. (2009), Wesley's Preachers, 276 
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capital from his father, and later marrying successively two wealthy women.971 He provided 

launch finance and continued to subsidise them heavily, though he was careful - unlike 

Wesley - to keep his personal and Connexional financial affairs distinct. In April 1796 he 

explained to his relation and financial adviser, Thomas Williams: 

Be so kind also as to observe in your Letter to the Bankers, that the Bill is on my own 
Account; as I keep two Books there, one for my Missions, and another for myself.972 

Secondly, Cokeôs external sources of income for the missions were subscriptions raised by 

friends in London and elsewhere, and collections held by Wesleyan chapels and societies: 

over the 1787-1793 period, the former raised Ã4,750, 81 per cent of the missionsô external 

finance. Coke succeeded also in attracting support from the wealthy and influential in the 

wider community, notably Samuel Whitbread and William Wilberforce;973 but this brought 

him potentially into competition with other institutions. In February 1798 he wrote to the 

London Missionary Society expressing concerns about their plans for the West Indies, 

though his concerns were theological as well as practical: 

I beg leave to repeat that I have at present only to request you to suspend your 
operations concerning Jamaica till after our next August Conference, when I shall 
trouble you, God willing with another Letter on the subject.974 

                                                           
971 Vickers, J. A. (1969), Thomas Coke, 268; Crowther, J. (1815). The Life of the Rev. Thomas Coke, L.L.Dé. 

Leeds, Alexander Cumming, 489, 491 

972 Letter of 13 April 1796 to Thomas Williams. Vickers, J. A., (ed.), (2013), Coke Letters, 214-215 

973 In 1788-1789 for example, Whitbread donated Ã21 and Wilberforce Ã20. See Coke, T. (1794). A Statement 

of the Receipts and Disbursements for the Support of the Missions Established by the Methodist Society, for 

the instruction and conversion of the negroes in the West-Indies, addressed to the subscribers, 22, 25. Other 

prominent contributors included John Thornton, Lady Mary Fitzgerald and the MP (and senior naval officer) 

Sir Charles Middleton 

974 Letter of 26 February 1796 from Thomas Coke to the Directors of the London Missionary Society (LMS). 

Vickers, J. A., (ed.), (2013), Coke Letters, 229-232. Vickers notes that the LMS was founded in 1795. Though 

non-denominational, Coke was troubled by its apparent Calvinist tendencies, and specifically its plan to send 

missionaries to Jamaica  
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The fund-raising was dependent on Cokeôs personal energies. Thus in mid 1792 he explained 

to one colleague: 

I thank you for your two last Letters. I intended writing a long Letter to you in answer 
to your first, but continual travelling, preaching & begging for the Missions, 
prevented it....The Plan which I have fixed already is as follows: May 31 Bedford. 
June 1 Northampton. 2. Leicester. 4. Sheffield & Rotherham. 11. Wakefield. 12. 
Halifax. 13. Leeds. 15. York. 16. Hull.975 

The trip seems to have raised some Ã77.976 When in 1790-1791 Coke was distracted by his 

many other responsibilities and was able to devote less time to it, income across the country 

fell substantially, leaving the mission largely dependent on a hard core of London supporters. 

The challenges were increased by the disappearance of society and chapel collections, after 

the summer of 1790. 

The regional distribution of external income varied from year to year, but London typically 

provided 40 per cent or more. Regional breakdowns of money raised through the Yearly 

Collection are available only from 1795-1796 onwards, but these show both less variation 

and a quite different regional distribution. Most mission funds came from southern England, 

but around half of the Yearly Collection from the North, which was a pattern more reflective 

of the distribution of Wesleyan membership (see Annex 9G).977 

The third source of finance for Cokeôs missions, though not fully reflected in the accounts, 

was the mission field itself, a task complicated in the West Indies by the proliferation of 

currencies in use.978 It was a central part of the Wesleyan approach that lack of financial 

                                                           
975 Letter of 30 May 1792 from Thomas Coke to Samuel Bradburn. Vickers, J. A., (ed.), (2013), Coke Letters, 

164 

976 Coke, T. (1794), Statement, 64-74 

977 Pollard has estimated, for example, that in the 1750-1800 period some two thirds of very large houses in 

Great Britain were in London and the South East. Pollard, S. óThe Insurance Policiesô, in Feinstein, C. H. and 

S. Pollard, (eds.) (1988), Capital Formation, Table 9.10, 236   

978 Lenton, J. H. (2009), Wesleyôs Preachers, 279 
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means should not preclude access to the Gospel or to the sacraments, and one early Wesleyan 

missionary was highly critical of the Anglican Church in this respect: 

The clergy never considered the negroes as any part of their charge, nor did they 
baptise either the newly-imported slaves, or those born in the colony, except a planter 
desired to have a favourite negro baptised, and then the rite was administered. The 
price or fee was from one to two dollars, ie. from 4s.6d. to 9s. sterling. Churches 
were never built for the negroes, neither were they catechised, nor was the rite of 
marriage introduced in any way.979 

However, Wesleyan missions did raise and manage funds locally. One potential source of 

revenue, as the Moravians had shown, was commercial activity.980 In his 1778 circular 

seeking to find money and recruits for a proposed missionary settlement on the Guinea 

Coast, Coke explained that he hoped that the mission would generate some income through 

exports of ivory and vegetables, though this was in conflict with the longstanding ban on 

Wesleyan preachers engaging in trade.981 

Schoolmastering was less controversial. In December 1803 William Turton, stationed on the 

Bahamas, explained: 

é.althoô I have enlarged my school, in order that I might live, without having 
recourse to the Mission Fund, I find I shall be obliged to draw upon it in the coming 
year. The Members of the Societyé.are willing to do what they can; but being 
mostly poor, have not been able to give me any quarterage for a year and a half.982  

                                                           
979 Letter from John Brownell, cited in Watson, R.  (1817). A Defence of the Wesleyan Methodist Missions in 

the West Indiesé. London, Blanshard and others, 48. Brownell was sent to the West Indies in 1795 - Minutes 

I, 308  

980 On which see below 

981 University of London, School of Oriental and African Studies, Methodist Missionary Society (London) 

Archive: Special Series - Biographical, Rev. Thomas Jackson Collection (1741-1839), H-2723, Box 665(4), 

fiche 2025/9 

982 Letter of 31 December 1803 from William Turton, in Coke, T. (1804). An Account of the Rise, Progress, 

and Present State of the Methodist Missions. London, Wesleyan Methodist Conference Office 
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In St. Kitts and Nevis, and presumably elsewhere, some features at least of the financial 

regime of the typical Wesleyan society were replicated. On arriving on Nevis in 1803, the 

new missionary Edward Turner reported:     

I was glad to find, on my arrival here, that a plan, respecting our expenditure, was 
ready made to my hands. We all meet once a quarter in St. Kittôs, to settle our 
temporal and spiritual affairs.983 

A year later he explained: 

This Island can well support a married and a single Preacher. But we have not 
accommodation for two married men at present; nor should we be able to support 
them.984 

The balance between small regular contributions from the rank and file, collections and gifts; 

and between the respective contributions of rich and poor, black people and white, and 

members and non-members, is not clear. A 1817 commentator summarised the typical 

funding of West Indies missions as follows: 

....the public collections made in the congregations, the mites of gratitude which the 
negroes will offer towards the general expence, and the larger contributions of such 
of the whites as are friendly to the cause of religion.... 

He noted that wealthier white people - whether members or non-members is not stated - had 

been especially active in financing chapel construction, though Coke also raised mortgage 

finance himself: 

A greater part of the money expended by the West India mission, has by necessity, 
therefore, been raised in the colonies, of which a considerable sum has been 
contributed by the whites. There is scarcely a chapel of any magnitude, in any of the 
islands, in the reception of which the gentlemen of the islands have not assisted by 
their subscriptions, or otherwise.... Subscriptions of 10l. 20l. and 100l. for such 
purposes, mark both the rank in life, and the opinions of the contributors.985 

                                                           
983 Letter of 7 May 1803 from Edward Turner, presumably to Thomas Coke. Published in Coke, T. (1804), 

Account, 18 

984 Letter of 15 June 1804, Coke, T. (1804), Account, 19 

985 Watson, R. (1817), Defence of the Missions, 125-126. Coke personally lent a total of Ã1,250 for the 

construction of chapels and a preachersô house - Coke, T. (1794), Account, 91 
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For example, Ã27 in subscriptions was raised in Antigua in 1788-1789.986 

On Nevis a group of planters contracted with Wesleyan missionaries to hold fortnightly 

services on their estates, for an annual fee of Ã56.12s.0d.987 Though one can see the mutual 

benefits to the missionaries, the slaves and their owners, one critic claimed that the 

Wesleyans were little different from the Anglican Church which they had themselves 

criticised. A 1792 Quaker pamphlet attacked the Methodist practice of raising funds for 

preachers from local congregations: 

....the Friends cannot, consistently with their own principles, freely unite with the 
leaders of the Methodist Society, who establish all the rites and ceremonies of the 
Church of England, and the maintenance of its ministers by tythes; the payment 
whereof, the truly conscientious among Friends cannot submit to....988 

(iii) The Connexional adoption of responsibility in the 1790s 

The 1790 Wesleyan Conference expressed concern about the proliferation of collections, 

though only those to raise funds for chapels were mentioned. It established a new missions 

committee, to be chaired by Coke, though there is no record of its subsequent activities.989 

The change exemplified the tensions which were now emerging between the preachers and 

laymen with money and expertise, as the following Book Committee memorandum - 

referring to debts owed by missionaries - shows: 

It was the opinion of the Book Committee that this sum should be taken from the 
Mission Fund. But the Gentlemen & Friends of the Missionary Committee created 
by Josh. Benson to assist him in ye. affairs of the Missions during the Absence of Dr. 
Coke, who was gone to America, opposed this Claim of the Book Room because the 
debt was very old, & no Claim had been made before. 

                                                           
986 Coke, T. (1794), Account, 26 

987 Watson, R. (1817), Defence of the Missions, 126-127. Watson implies that this arrangement was not unique 

988 Phillips, C. (1792). Reasons why the People Called Quakers Cannot so Fully Unite with the Methodists in 

their Missions to the Negroes of the West India Islands and Africa, as Freely to Contribute Thereto; with a few 

queries consonant therewith. Philadelphia, PA, Daniel Lawrence, 10 

989 Works, Minutes, 735, Q.19 and entry on óSpecial Committeesô, and 736, Addenda Q.1. See also Vickers, J. 

A. (1969), Thomas Coke, 271  
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The ensuing Conference however dismissed these Gentlemen friends as politely as 
they could & appointed the London Preachers as a Committee to assist Dr. Coke as 
Superintendent of the Missionsé. The Debt in question was paid of course.  

This measure was brought about in Conference, chiefly through the influence of Dr. 
Coke who declared that he would not act with those Gentlemen, but had no objection 
to a Committee of his Brethren.990 

There was also some local concern about Cokeôs fund-raising. After Yewdall replaced Dall 

at Dumfries, he wrote to him in March 1790: 

Do you think Dr. Coke will be for begging here? I hope not - you know how matters 
stand [and] can instruct him accordingly.991 

Wesley himself also had doubts, as seen in this April 1790 letter to one of the preachers at 

Hull: 

I did not approve of Dr. Cokeôs making collections either in yours or any other 
circuit. I told him so, and I am not well pleased with his doing it. It was very ill 
done.992 

Some of the circuits whose members and friends contributed to Cokeôs enterprise were 

themselves in financial difficulty: thus while Coke raised some Ã565 in donations from 

across the country in 1792-1793, in 1794 (the first year for which these data are available) 

the areas concerned received in total more than Ã300 in Connexional grants to help them 

meet the costs of supporting preachers.993 

There were, therefore, four good reasons for the increasing Connexional interest in Cokeôs 

missionary work. First, it was costing over Ã1,000 a year and running regularly at a deficit, 

                                                           
990 The timing of some of these events can only be inferred, as the key entry in the minutes - memorandum no. 

6 - is undated. See MARC, Ms.691, Book Committee Minutes 

991 Letter of 12 March 1790 from Zachariah Yewdall to Robert Dall. Quoted in Swift, W. J. (1937-1938), 

Methodism in Dumfries, 68-74. There is no record of any donations from Dumfries in Cokeôs 1794 financial 

statement, but in 1787-1788 the Glasgow circuit contributed almost Ã9: Dumfries joined this circuit in 1789 

992 Letter of 4 April 1790 from John Wesley to Thomas Taylor, Telford, Letters VIII, 211 

993 Coke, T. (1794), Statement, 79-85; ódeficienciesô in circuit resources as reported to the Conference in 1794 

- see Minutes I, 332-333 
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and though Coke wrote off the accumulated debt of over Ã2,100 in 1794, he could not 

subsidise the operation for ever.994 Second, Coke and his associates had entered into a range 

of long-term commitments, involving preachers and their dependants, and chapels and other 

buildings, all at a considerable distance from Great Britain. Third, given the financial 

pressures facing the Connexion, it could not allow fund-raising on this scale to remain 

beyond its purview. And finally, in seeking contributions from outside the Connexion, the 

Wesleyans were now facing significant competition from other missionary societies.  

It is a tribute to Cokeôs energy and ability, but also a measure of the risks that he represented, 

that in three of the six years 1787-1793 he raised as much or more for his missions as was 

contributed by the totality of societies and circuits towards the Connexionôs general expenses 

(see Annex 9H). But although as noted Coke drew in money from well beyond the 

Connexion, and there was no evident reduction in other national collections, the Conference 

feared that he was in direct competition with the rest of the Connexion for scarce resources. 

In 1798 Coke explained, in a circular to his West Indian missionaries: 

The British Conference would not consent that a Collection should be made for the 
Missions this year; on account of a number of Preaching Houses which are to be built 
this year; by reason of Kilhamôs Schism, so that the raising of two hundred pounds 
for the payment of part of the debt, six hundred Guineas for sending of 
the....[remaining part of sentence missing].995 

Nonetheless, in December that year the London preachers sent round a circular letter seeking 

óprivate subscriptionsô from those areas of the country which Coke had planned to visit but 

was now unable to reach because of his preoccupation with problems in Jersey.996 In 1797 

                                                           
994 See Porter, A. (2004). Religion Versus Empire? British Protestant missionaries and overseas expansion, 

1700-1914. Manchester, Manchester University Press, 32 

995 Circular letter of August (?) 1798 from Thomas Coke óTo the West Indian Missionariesô. Vickers, J. A. 

(ed.), (2013), Coke Letters, 240-243 

996 Circular letter from the London preachers of 23 December 1798. MARC, Coke Papers, PLP/28/4/20. The 

circular was authorised by the Book Committee on 8 December 1798 - entry for 8 December 1798, MARC, 
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the Conference authorised a collection for the missions in every congregation;997 and in 1798 

a new Committee of Finance to support the West Indies missions was established, with Coke 

in the chair, though again no record of its activities survives.998 The 1799 Conference 

authorised another nationwide collection, and Coke was asked to send a report on the work 

to each assistant.999 In the Truro circuit, for example, Ã18.6s.2d. was collected, representing 

2d. per head.1000 By this point, overseas missions were mainstream Connexional business.  

(iv) Other models of missionary finance 

Moravian missionary activity dates from the 1730s;1001 by this period they were generating 

significant revenues in the mission field. They had an explicit strategy to do so, reporting in 

1796 that: 

The Brethren wished to put all their Missions upon such a footing, that the expence 
might be as small as possible, and thus the practicability of extending them be the 
greater.1002 

                                                           
Ms.691, Book Committee Minutes. The problems concerned the refusal of the islandôs Methodists to undertake 

militia training on Sundays 

997 Minutes I, 396 

998 University of London, School of Oriental and African Studies, Methodist Missionary Society (London) 

Archive, Home and General Minutes, FBN1: Minute Book of the Wesleyan Missionary Society (London) 

(1798-1816), 1. The book describes itself as containing óThe regulations, accounts &c. of the Committee of 

Finance for the support of Methodist Missions in the West Indies, formed in London for the benefit of the said 

Mission, April 9th. 1798ô 

999 Minutes II, 25 

1000 óCollections made by Mr. Byrom on Truro Circuit between August 1799 to August 1800.ô Register of 

Collections, Truro Wesleyan Circuit. In 1800 there were 2,050 members in the Truro circuit - Minutes II, 52. 

Membership in 1799 was not published 

1001 Porter, A. (2004), Religion Versus Empire, 29 

1002 (1796). A Concise Account of the Present State of the Missions of the United Brethren. Commonly called 

Moravians. In 1796, 14-15 
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Many of their missionaries were tradesmen such as tailors and shoemakers, and their costs 

seem at first sight substantially lower than those incurred by Coke: their 140 missionaries, 

serving some 23,000 converts, cost around Ã2,600 a year to support; the Wesleyans were 

spending some Ã1,200 annually on nineteen missionaries ministering to 5,000 people. The 

Moravians found the approach problematic, however, noting in respect of their efforts to 

combine evangelism with commercial trading on the Labrador coast that: 

....pushing a trade with the natives, and teaching them the way of salvation, does not 
seem to correspond well together.1003       

The Anglican Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts (SPG) also had a 

much wider financial base than did Coke, including membership subscriptions, one-off gifts, 

rent, investment income, and legacies. Its supporters included royalty, nobility, colonial 

governors, and the Archbishop of Canterbury. On occasion the Crown issued royal warrants 

commissioning parish church collections in aid of the Society; George III issued one such in 

1779, which raised Ã19,372, including a Ã500 donation from himself; overall in the 1750-

1800 period 14 per cent of the SPGôs income came from such officially sponsored house-to-

house collections.1004 This underscores the extent of Cokeôs achievement: over the 1750-

1800 period the SPG, with the sustained active support of Church and State, was on average 

raising Ã5,600 a year, only some five times as much as he was.1005 

A succession of new missionary societies emerged in the 1790s, including the Baptist 

Missionary Society (1792), the (London) Missionary Society (1795), and what became the 

                                                           
1003 (1796), Concise Account, 14-15 

1004 Pascoe, C. F. (1901). Two Hundred Years of the S.P.G.: an historical account of the Society for the 

Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts, 1701-1900. London, S.P.G., especially 824-825. Also see Swanson, 

G. A. and J. C. Gardner (1988). óNot-For-Profit Accounting and Auditing in the Early Eighteenth Century: 

Some Archival Evidenceô, Accounting Review 63 (3) (July 1988), 436-447, especially 436-438 

1005 Pascoe, C. F. (1901), S.P.G., 830-831 
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Church Missionary Society (1799).1006 These three societies drew on the financial support 

and active engagement of leading Evangelical laymen such as William Wilberforce and the 

Thornton family, who also helped to fund Cokeôs missions. While most had a 

denominational base, the London Missionary Society raised funds in both Methodist and 

Baptist chapels as well as Anglican churches. Their appearance was another factor 

encouraging the incorporation of the Wesleyan missions within the central Connexional 

bureaucracy.           

Conclusions 

The three areas of Wesleyan activity discussed above were all secondary to the movementôs 

primary focus in this period on creating and sustaining local communities of faith across the 

British Isles, though they can all be seen as related aspects of its overall ócivilising 

missionô.1007 They were significant in terms of the financial resources committed, their 

demands upon the Wesleyan leadership locally and centrally and upon the rank and file, and 

their different impacts upon non-members in the British Isles and beyond. But in almost 

every case, specific sources of income were found to sustain them, without recourse to 

general society, circuit or central funds. In consequence, none of the Wesleyansô educational, 

charitable, or mission activities presented a significant direct financial risk to the overall 

Connexion in this period. 

 

  

                                                           
1006 This discussion draws heavily on that in Porter, A. (2004), Religion Versus Empire, especially 39-56 

1007 The phrase is Twellsôs. She has argued that from the 1790s Wesleyans and other denominations were 

pursuing such a mission both at home and abroad, and that this played a key role in the emergence of a 

distinct middle class culture in England. Twells, A. (2009). The Civilising Mission and the English Middle 

Class, 1792-1850. Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan 
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Chapter 10. CONCLUSIONS 

Introduction 
Financial affairs - or ótemporalsô, in the contemporary phrase - were a continuing 

preoccupation for the Wesleyan Methodist leadership at every level throughout this period, 

and necessarily so: unlike the Church of England, for example, the movement had no 

endowment of land, few rich patrons, and no capacity to levy taxes or rates. Wesleyansô 

urgent desire to propagate the Gospel was therefore frequently tempered by their acute 

awareness of the finiteness of their temporal means. Every penny mattered, as their account 

books show. Finance took up much of their time, featuring prominently in meeting agendas 

and records, and though arrangements often worked smoothly, they sometimes generated 

tension and strife. Financial issues were at the heart of successive shifts in the balance of 

power within the Connexion. They deserve more attention than they have received hitherto. 

This concluding chapter offers three complementary perspectives. It first charts the main 

stages in the financial development of early Wesleyan Methodism, from the haphazard and 

informal financing with which it began in the late 1730s, to the sophisticated arrangements 

which were in place by 1800. It then examines the sources of funding for the Connexionôs 

growing portfolio of activities, discussing both the different social groups from which the 

money came, and the varying funding streams which supported itinerant preaching, chapel 

construction and operation, and other Connexional ventures. The final section considers the 

impact of finance upon the broader life of the Connexion. 

The development of the financing of the Wesleyan Methodist movement over time  

 (i) Origins: informality and simplicity, 1738-mid 1750s 

When John Wesley first began his mission with other ordained and lay preachers, the sources 

of finance were many and varied: some of the clergymen had livings or other income, lay 

sympathisers offered help in cash or kind (such as accommodation and the franking of 

letters), book sales were sometimes highly profitable, and specific visits were funded by 

local societies. These societies were financially independent, initially gathering and 
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spending only small sums, mainly from class members, to pay for visiting preachers and to 

support the local poor; but growing numbers of them were also raising capital from 

collections, individual subscriptions, and loans, in order to acquire or build chapels. This led 

to an accumulation of debt, underwritten by personal guarantees from Wesley, other 

preachers, and lay members and sympathisers.  

By the mid 1740s there were small central Connexional staffs at London, Newcastle-upon-

Tyne, and Bristol, collectively costing perhaps Ã500 a year. The central deployment of 

preachers across the British Isles began in 1744, and a system of circuit financial reporting 

to the centre was introduced in 1749.  

The mid 1750s were a watershed at both the national and local levels. In 1753, possibly in 

reaction to the striking financial problems of the Moravian church in England, Wesley was 

relieved of financial responsibility for the Book Room. However - perhaps from that date, 

but certainly by the 1780s - the surplus cash which it generated was made available to him, 

and was the basis of his continual acts of charitable giving and support for Connexional 

causes.  

In parallel, the emergence of regional preaching circuits brought with it the development of 

financial procedures, revolving around quarterly meetings, which embodied working 

partnerships between preachers and lay officials at local level. Circuits provided bases for 

teams of full-time preachers, and were funded by periodic payments made by their 

constituent societies; in turn they met regular financial demands, especially the preachersô 

stipends. The Quarterly Meetings became the linchpin of the new Connexional financial 

cycle, which culminated at the annual preachersô Conference, when a new annual cycle 

began.  
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The appearance of circuits and quarterage forced laypeople, societies and preachers to 

choose explicitly whether or not they óbelonged to Mr. Wesleyô.1008 Increasingly, from the 

mid 1750s, hitherto independent Methodist societies and their members, and individual 

preachers, had to decide whether or not they were part of Wesleyôs Connexion, subject to its 

financial and other disciplines. A Wesleyan society member was expected to pay weekly 

and quarterly dues; a Wesleyan society was bound to offer regular financial support to its 

circuit, and accept the leadership of the preachers based there; a Wesleyan itinerant preacher 

enjoyed a ministerial stipend and other benefits, but had to put himself at the disposal of the 

Connexional leadership.1009 Traffic moved in both directions, and the evidence suggests that 

overall this was a period of consolidation rather than of rapid expansion for Wesleyôs 

Connexion.  

(ii) The Connexion takes shape: mid 1750s-1760s 

In this period the Wesleyan Methodist movement developed a distinct financial identity. 

Nationally, the major components of a financial infrastructure emerged. The Connexion took 

responsibility for the Kingswood boarding school: the annual collections to support it date 

from 1756. In 1763 the collection to meet yearly expenses (the Yearly Collection) was first 

raised, and seven stewards were appointed to manage it. The central cadre of preachers 

became more or less full-time, drawing quarterly stipends (óquarterageô) and contributing 

(from 1763) to a pension scheme, the Preachersô Fund. From 1768 they were banned from 

pursuing other activities. Allowances for preachersô wives were introduced in 1769.  

                                                           
1008 For example, the leading early preacher John Nelson recalled how he had an argument with three Oxford 

students: óWhen I spoke, another of them said, ñThese chaps belong to poor Wesleyé.òô Nelson, J. (1789) An 

Extract from John Nelsonôs Journalé. Written by himself. London, Printed and Sold at the New-Chapel, City-

Roadé., 63 

1009 Though at this time there was still some permeability between full-time itinerants and part-time local 

preachers 
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Meantime the local financial arrangements were growing in complexity, driven especially 

by entry into the property market, as societies acquired or built chapels and accommodation 

for preachers. Local account books began to record items such as wages, rent, rates and 

taxes, and utility bills, as well as loan interest and capital repayments, and the influence of 

society and circuit stewards and chapel trustees increased.    

But by the mid 1760s the Connexion was under severe strain, facing a large and growing 

burden of chapel debt, which Wesley and other preachers had underwritten. By 1766 this 

exceeded Ã11,000; this triggered a series of major national fund-raising efforts and (from 

1765) a programme of Connexional grants designed to clear local debts; and in 1766 the 

London Committee of senior laymen was established to oversee chapel fund-raising. 

Possibly from the late 1760s seat rents began to emerge as the obvious means of paying loan 

interest, which - with at least the tacit support of the leadership - was often an attractive 5 

per cent. In parallel - gradually from 1769 - financial responsibility for the expanding chapel 

estate was decentralised to the local level, albeit within a framework of national oversight 

designed to ensure that in future the total of chapel debt remained within the Connexionôs 

capacity to service.   

(iii) The 1770s: a new division of responsibilities 

Centrally, the key development in this period was that following an intensive fund-raising 

campaign, chapel debt was brought under control, and local chapel construction continued 

apace, subject to some national supervision - thus from 1775, in principle at least, all new 

chapels required Conference approval. Connexional grants for chapels were phased out, 

ending in 1779, and instead the centre directed increasing support, through both grant aid 

and managed resource transfers between societies, towards its growing population of 

professional preachers and their families. 

Locally, the decade saw both an increasing number of circuits and societies, and a 

broadening range of local sources of income and of expenditure items: more societies 
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acquired chapels and preachersô houses, and seat rents and congregational collections 

became more significant sources of income. In the meantime, as income from the Kingswood 

Collection continued to grow, the school was moving towards financial self-sufficiency.  

(iv) The 1780s: Connexional complexity and a wider agenda 

In 1780 another financial crisis crystallised around the escalating cost of funding preachers 

and their families. The leadershipôs first response was to turn the Preachersô Fund into a 

Connexional resource: the wider Wesleyan community of members and supporters were 

invited to add their donations to the preachersô own pension contributions, and money began 

to be spent on serving preachers and their families as well as on retired men and their 

dependants. From this point the central finances of the Connexion became increasingly 

complicated and opaque.   

The Kingswood Collection was now able not only to finance the school but also to facilitate 

the payment of educational allowances to preachersô children for whom there was no place 

there, possibly from 1774, but clearly by the late 1780s. 

Locally, an increasing proportion of income was raised not from the disciplined weekly and 

quarterly contributions of society members, but from discretionary giving by both members 

and the wider community of supporters through congregational collections. As Ward noted 

of Wesleyanism around 1820: 

A market in urban religion had been discovered which could be commercially tapped. 
The right kind of chapel in the right site could attract a congregation of gratifying 
number and affluence.1010    

Chapels were enlarged and remodelled to encourage attendance, sometimes in effect offering 

segregated seating for ógentlefolkô. 

                                                           
1010 Ward, W. R. (1972), óThe religion of the people and the problem of control, 1790-1830,ô in Cuming, G. J. 

and D. Baker (eds.). Popular Belief and Practice. Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 252 
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Another major development was the appearance of various new ventures, such as Sunday 

schools and the Strangersô Friend Societies. All were at least semi-autonomous, and although 

Wesleyan in inspiration, personnel and purpose, there was no direct link between them and 

the Connexional machine.    

(v) The 1790s: life after Wesley 

As Wesleyôs personal grip on the Connexion ended, one key development was the 

appearance of more collective forms of governance, notably for the Book Room (1788) and 

the chapel construction programme (1790). Cokeôs missionary enterprise was also brought 

gradually within the ambit of the Connexion, though he remained dominant until his death 

in 1814. Wesleyôs own death in 1791 doubled the centreôs discretionary income, as Book 

Room profits (averaging some Ã1,900 annually in this decade) finally became available for 

wider Connexional purposes, and a series of national fund-raising campaigns further boosted 

income, though the Connexionôs cash position remained tight.  

In the mid 1790s, partly because of pressure from Kilham, and partly because of changes in 

the legal and tax regime governing such arrangements, the longstanding practice of diverting 

money from the Preachersô Fund to subsidise active preachers and their families became 

known to the generality of preachers, leading to the relaunch and recapitalisation of the Fund. 

Amidst widespread tensions and disputes, the emerging new governance included a clearer 

demarcation between preachers and laity, and between the centre and the localities. Locally, 

societies, circuits and chapels enjoyed more financial responsibility, but they also faced more 

financial uncertainty; at least half of local income now came from seat rents and 

congregational collections rather than from class and ticket money.  

By 1800 the Connexion was only being kept afloat financially by an increasingly complex 

system of transfers between the centre and individual preachers, local societies, circuits and 

chapel trusts; and between the various Connexional funds. As cashflow was squeezed, 

leading preachers tried to borrow Ã2,000 from Charles Wesleyôs widow to meet immediate 
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needs;1011 in 1799 the Connexion resorted to issuing a bond to the new preachersô retirement 

fund to clear its accumulated Ã6,000 debt to the preachers. To take the Connexional year 

1799-1800 as an example, the key financial flows to and from the centre for general purposes 

were as follows:1012 

TABLE 5 
CENTRAL INCOME AND GENERAL EXPENDITURE, 1799-1800 

General income  
Income from Yearly Collection Ã2,173 
Income from Extraordinary Collection Ã1,164 
Total general income Ã3,337 
General expenditure  

Ordinary deficiencies Ã3,354 
Extraordinary deficiencies Ã900 

Interest on Ã6,000 bond (payable to preachersô retirement fund) Ã300 
Repayment of intra-Connexional loans  

Kingswood Fund Ã1,182 
Preachersô Fund Ã282 

Other Ã510 
Total loans repaid Ã1,965 
Total general expenditure Ã6,519 
Total shortfall Ã3,182 
Financed by  

Transfer from Book Room profits Ã1,813 
New loan from Kingswood Fund Ã792 

Deferred payment of preachersô pensions Ã458 
óOwing to sundry preachersô Ã119 

Even this is a simplified picture, but it is evident nonetheless that few contemporaries can 

have understood fully what was going on. 

Key financial flows 

On a range of reasonable assumptions, these developments can be summarised as follows. 

  

                                                           
1011 Letter of 31 July 1794 from Thomas Hanby and Thomas Coke to Mrs. Sally Wesley. MARC, Coke Papers, 

PLP 28/8/21. She refused their request, partly because she could only have found the money by selling 

investments at a heavy loss. See Norris, C. M. (2013), óAfterlifeô, 58-59 

1012 Minutes II, 39-80 
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TABLE 6 
WESLEYAN MEMBERS, PREACHERS AND CHAPELS, 1749-18001013 

year membership preachers members/ 
preacher 

chapels members/ 
chapel 

1749-1750 14,000 50 280 10 1,400 
1759-1760 17,000 70 240 50 340 
1769-1770 29,000 130 220 140 210 
1779-1780 43,000 180 240 290 150 
1789-1790 71,000 330 220 560 130 
1799-1800 109,000 420 260 940 120 
 

As the numbers of Wesleyan members grew, the population of itinerant preachers grew with 

them, probably in a managed process. The main financial challenge posed by itinerant 

preaching was not its scale, but the increase in per capita costs resulting from the rising 

proportion of preachers who married and had children. The availability of chapel 

accommodation - relative to the size of the membership - also improved, though the rate at 

which it was added tended to slow.  

Throughout this period, money was raised and spent predominantly at the local and regional 

level, by preachers and lay leaders based in societies, circuits, and chapel trusts: as Pawson 

fairly observed in a riposte to Kilham in 1797-1798: 

Can he believe that the Conference has the sole disposal of one tenth, or even one 
twentieth part of the money collected in our Society? I believe not.1014  

The following table aggregates and summarises the main flows of income and expenditure 

within Wesleyan Methodist societies and circuits, leaving aside the money raised for 

Connexional causes (the methodology is explained in Annex 10A). Given the range of 

assumptions and uncertainties involved in such estimation, too much weight cannot rest on 

                                                           
1013 Definitions are as follows: year: based on the Connexional year, ie. the twelve months between succeeding 

Conferences; membership: total members in the British Isles, as reported to Conference; preachers: number of 

active full-time itinerants; chapels: total number operating, as recorded by Myles. All numbers rounded to two 

significant digits 

1014 Duke I, Box 119, Folder 2, Connexional Circular of 1797-1798 
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these numbers: but it does seem plausible that collectively Wesleyan Methodist societies and 

circuits were able to avoid significant financial problems in the period to around 1800.    

TABLE 7 
LOCAL INCOME AND EXPENDITURE, 1749-1800 

Income Expenditure 

 classes tickets seats collections grants total preachers chapels total 

1749-1750 Ã2,800 Ã1,500 0 Ã50 n/a Ã4,300 Ã3,000 N/A Ã3,000 

1759-1760 Ã3,100 Ã1,700 0 Ã350 n/a Ã5,200 Ã4,200 Ã300 Ã4,500 

1769-1770 Ã5,300 Ã2,900 Ã300 Ã1,400 Ã1,800 Ã12,000 Ã11,000 Ã1,200 Ã12,000 

1779-1780 Ã7,900 Ã4,300 Ã1,700 Ã3,600 Ã500 Ã18,000 Ã15,000 Ã3,200 Ã18,000 

1789-1790 Ã13,000 Ã7,100 Ã7,300 Ã8,400 Ã1,000 Ã37,000 Ã28,000 Ã8,900 Ã37,000 

1799-1800 Ã20,000 Ã11,000 Ã16,000 Ã16,000 Ã3,400 Ã67,000 Ã40,000 Ã25,000 Ã65,000 

The estimates suggest that annual income per member doubled, from about 5s.10d. in 1749-

1750 to some 12s.6d. in 1799-1800, due primarily to the growing diversity of income 

sources. Around 1750 societies and circuits were almost wholly dependent on the class and 

ticket money contributed by individual members; by 1800, that constituted probably only 

around half of local income. While grants to local societies, circuits and chapels were often 

voted by Conference, for much of the period these were both irregular and relatively small 

in scale, although by 1800 such resource transfers (typically from richer to poorer circuits) 

were becoming systematised.  

On the expenditure side of the account, the costs of itinerant preaching were borne almost 

entirely by local societies and circuits, and rose from around 4s.2d. per member per year in 

1749-50, to over 6s.8d. in 1779-1780 and almost 7s.6d. in 1799-1800. Initially they were 

met by the proceeds of weekly class contributions and the quarterly payment of ticket money, 

but probably by around 1770 these income streams were proving inadequate. Chapel debt 

service and running costs were probably largely - though not wholly - covered by seat rents.  

At the national level, though the Wesleyan Methodist Connexion had a central staff and at 

least rudimentary financial systems from the mid 1740s, financial reports date only from the 

mid 1760s, and suggest that thereafter - although receipts were broadly on a rising trend - 



281 
 

income fluctuated, partly in response to the priority given by successive Conferences to 

fund-raising. The money was redistributed mainly in grants, initially to circuits in need, and 

some if not most of the money was probably intended to subsidise the construction of 

chapels. But from around 1770, the balance shifted: as financial responsibility for chapels 

was progressively decentralised, central grants were redirected towards support for preachers 

and their families; by the end of the period this absorbed the money raised in the Yearly 

Collection, and more. By 1800 the Connexion nationally was under severe financial strain.  

 
TABLE 8 

CENTRAL INCOME AND EXPENDITURE, 1769-1800 
Income (Ã) Expenditure (Ã) 

 Yearly 
Expenses 

Kingswd. 
Collect. 

Prs. 
Fund 

Book 
Rm. 

Extra. 
Coll. 

Total Kôwd. 
Schl. 

Other 
educôn. 

Prs. 
Grant 

Other 
grant 

Law Other Total 

1749-
1750 

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

1759-
1760 

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

1769-
1770 

2200 220 0 0 0 2400 280 0 81 1700 26 170 2400 

1779-
1780 

630 400 0 0 0 1000 440 24 270 240 4 120 1100 

1789-
1790 

1200 910 140 0 0 2300 680 84 820 180 72 150 2000 

1799-
1800 

2200 1600 460 1800 1200 7200 900 910 3400 0 0 3200 8300 

 

The Wesleyan Methodist movement’s main sources of funding 

Between the early days of Wesleyôs mission in the late 1730s, and the end of the century, 

there was a sea-change in the movement, reflected in its financial structures and practice: 

Tysonôs stark judgment, which stands vindicated by the evidence presented here, was that: 

The Methodists became less identified with the poor and increasingly aligned with 
the status quo as the 18th. century wore on.1015 

It is for various reasons intrinsically difficult to estimate the proportion of Connexional 

income which came from different groups in eighteenth century British society. The overall 

income estimates are themselves not beyond challenge; the social composition of Wesleyan 

Methodist societies is known only in broad terms; and the flows of income operated in ways 

which we cannot now fully recover. The leadership was well aware of the range of financial 

                                                           
1015 Tyson, J. R. (1997), óWhy did John Wesley ñfailò?ô 
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circumstances of its membership and supporters: as noted already, for example, Wesleyôs 

1768 chapel fund-raising campaign took a differentiated approach towards the ówealthy 

membersô, óthe middling onesô, and óthe willing poorô;1016 in 1771 he tried to raise funds 

from the rank and file through special weekly collections; when this fell short he launched a 

campaign of chapel collections in 1772, in an attempt to draw in both member and non-

member finance; the following year he switched to targeted personal approaches to rich 

ófriendsô. Some features are however clear. 

First, over time the overall importance of income derived from rank and file society members 

through the weekly payment of class contributions and the quarterly payment of ticket 

money diminished. Initially societies and circuits were almost wholly dependent on such 

contributions. While gifts at society or circuit level were rare, other sources of income 

appeared, especially once chapels were built or otherwise acquired: congregational 

collections, seat rents, and other property rental income in particular. None of this income 

was tied directly to society membership; and while all those involved in local Wesleyan life 

- members and non-members alike - contributed to collections, these newer sources of 

income tended to draw money more from the wealthier people in the local community, from 

the ómiddling sortô above all. By 1800 probably only around half of local income was tied 

directly to society membership.     

It is possible to estimate how the balance of funding shifted, using analyses by Lindert and 

Williamson of contemporary English occupational structure,1017 and by Field of the 

occupational status of English Wesleyan Methodist members.1018 A wide range of 

                                                           
1016 Letter of 19 January 1768 from John Wesley to Samuel Levick. Telford, Letters V, 76-77; and see chapter 

five 

1017 Lindert, P. H. and J. G. Williamson (1982). óRevising England's Social Tables 1688-1812.ô Explorations 

in Economic History 19, 385-408, Table 3 at 396-397 

1018 Field, C. D. (1994). óSocial compositionô, 153-178 
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simplifying assumptions needs to be made, but modelling by the author, summarised at 

Annex 10A, suggests that - conservatively - the 10 per cent or so of society members who 

came from the gentry, professions and the mercantile/manufacturing/retailing occupational 

group increased their contribution towards total Connexional income (central and local) from 

around 20 per cent of that income in 1769-1770 to almost 40 per cent in 1799-1800. Per 

capita, over this period the estimated contributions from the gentry and professions more 

than tripled, and those from the mercantile/manufacturing/retailing group more than 

doubled, while those of other groups stayed much the same.  

Second, although preaching was predominantly funded by members locally, over time the 

increasing costs of supporting married preachers with children meant that many poorer 

circuits struggled financially - as did, in consequence, their preachers. By 1800, class and 

ticket income probably only met around 75 per cent of the aggregate Ã40,000 annual cost of 

itinerant preaching; other sources of local income, such as congregational collections, 

bridged most of the gap, but a growing proportion of costs was being met through the 

recycling of resources from the richer to the poorer circuits through Connexional grants, 

which were meeting approaching 10 per cent of preaching costs. Thus the 1800 Conference 

dispensed some Ã623 in grants to help poorer circuits pay for preachersô accommodation, 

and a further Ã330 to finance preachersô servantsô wages.      

Third, though chapels raised some initial capital - often in small sums - from local members, 

many if not most chapels were financially viable only because of the continuing active 

engagement of members and supporters from the wealthy and the ómiddling sortô, who 

provided loans of typically Ã100 or so, and paid the seat rents which funded both the interest 

due on the loans and the maintenance of the buildings. As a broad estimate, around half of 

chapel capital costs came from cash gifts, large and small, and around half from loans, often 

on commercial terms. If we ignore the contribution of non-member ófriendsô, and assume 

that the gifts came from the membership in proportion to their incomes - though in practice 
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the richer members probably contributed disproportionately - while loans were raised from 

them exclusively, then an estimated 60-70 per cent of chapel capital costs were met by richer 

Wesleyans (see Annex 10B).     

In practice the limited evidence available on the characteristics of the lenders suggests that 

there was a wide spectrum in their status and motives: while many were active members of 

Wesleyan societies, often serving as stewards or chapel trustees, some lenders had little if 

any connection to the movement and seem to have regarded their loans to Wesleyan chapels 

simply as attractive investments.  

Seat rents, though not universal, were presumably paid by the wealthier members and 

supporters, not least because they constituted commitments predicated on the continued 

availability of surplus cash. They were often sufficient to cover debt interest, but not 

necessarily to facilitate loan repayment; indeed, some of the later, larger and more expensive 

chapels incurred debts which proved difficult to pay off, necessitating repeated refinancing.   

The other activities characteristic of eighteenth century Wesleyan Methodism were all 

funded through various kinds of ómixed economyô. Poor relief was a partial exception, since 

from the first it was seen as a core activity for the membership. Early societies devoted a 

proportion of their weekly class contributions to poor relief, especially of members in need, 

but in time it came to be seen as a discrete though still mainstream activity, financed typically 

through various collections: often at love-feasts, or (where such services were held) Holy 

Communion, or festivals such as Christmas and Easter. In this way the organic link between 

membership and poor relief weakened, but the scope for attracting money from non-

members increased.       

The start-up costs of the Kingswood school were met by an anonymous private patron, and 

the running costs were largely met through fee income, though for many years Connexional 

subsidies (presumably drawn from donations) were required. Since relatively few society 
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members could afford its fees, the school was initially both serving primarily the wealthier 

members and supporters of the movement, and financed by them. However, progressively 

from 1756, the growing income from the annual Kingswood Collection meant that the 

numbers of fee-payers could be reduced, and free places offered to preachersô children 

increased.1019 In the longer term, therefore, the school developed into a mechanism for 

making resource transfers from the wider community of members and supporters to the 

preachers. 

Other Wesleyan activities in this period included Sunday schools, Strangerôs Friend 

Societies, and foreign missions. None of these formed an integral part of the Connexional 

financial regime before 1800, and they all attracted funding from well beyond its confines. 

As already noted, for example, a substantial proportion of the funding for Cokeôs missionary 

endeavour came from his private wealth - some 27 per cent of mission expenditure between 

1787 and 1793. Of the external funds raised in this period, over 80 per cent came from 

subscriptions from the public, including some of the wealthiest and most influential figures 

of the day, and the remainder from collections amongst Wesleyan members made during 

Cokeôs frequent and extensive fund-raising tours. In short, the missions were not dependent 

on the Wesleyan membership for funding, and drew support widely from the wealthier 

members of society - not just the ómiddling sortô but the social and political elite. The 

financing of Wesleyan Sunday Schools and the Strangerôs Friend Societies was similarly 

broad-based and non-Connexional. 

  

                                                           
1019 Tompson describes a similar dynamic experienced by many contemporary grammar schools, which sought 

to balance their charitable obligations to local poor students with the potential income from fee-paying óforeignô 

boarders - see Tompson, R. S. (1971). Classics or Charity? The dilemma of the 18th. century grammar school. 

Manchester, Manchester University Press  
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The impact of these financial arrangements on the broader life of the Connexion  

This hitherto largely hidden financial history of Wesleyan Methodism offers a number of 

perspectives on the movementôs development to 1800. 

First, the financial regime underpinned a model of mission - both at home and abroad - which 

proved resilient both to day-to-day disruption and to longer-term social and economic 

change. A circuit finding that its itinerant was incapacitated could call upon neighbouring 

circuits or its own local preachers; a local society devastated by economic collapse following 

a bad harvest could draw upon circuit, district or central funds; while the broader flows of 

population as industrial, agrarian and social change took hold could be tracked by mobile 

teams of preachers whose saddlebags held a toolkit to support the establishment and growth 

of new societies. 

Central to this success was the creative tension between the promptings of the Holy Spirit as 

felt by Wesleyan Methodist leaders at both national and local level, and the continual 

recognition by the preachers and their lay advisers that  - pending the Millennium - Godôs 

purposes had to be advanced on Earth within the constraints of the human and financial 

resources available. Thus the Conference recruited and deployed preachers in the context of 

its annual review of membership numbers, resisting pressures to send preachers out to 

circuits which could not support them. And the London Committee of senior laymen 

monitored chapel construction to ensure that there was sufficient collective debt capacity 

available to finance them, though Conference controls on under-funded projects were not 

fully effective.  

Second, however, sometimes financial decisions were taken which had unforeseen broader 

consequences, for good or ill. The 1753 decision to put the Book Room under business 

management yielded dividends in the longer term. The operation proved highly effective 

both at exploiting the exploding market for cheap print and at internalising almost all of the 
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production and distribution process. The resulting profits were to save the movement from 

financial collapse in the 1790s. 

Even more significant, the re-financing of the chapel estate in the late 1760s helped to 

transform the character of the movement, though in some ways negatively. With chapels 

Wesleyan Methodism acquired long-term financial obligations, hundreds of support staff, 

and a physical locus for a widening range of communal activities. The Church of England 

became progressively less necessary to Wesleyans, and ultimately irrelevant. There were 

complex internal shifts in the balance of power, though these were masked while Wesley 

lived, notably the growth in the power of monied trustees and other creditors. The acquisition 

of chapels locked the movement into a world of temporal concerns; reintroduced, through 

the sale and rental of seats, the social stratification characteristic of the parish church; and 

emboldened lay chapel trustees to assert themselves against the itinerant preachers. As the 

centrality of class discipline began its long decline,1020 one result was increased financial 

dependence on discretionary payments from chapel congregations rather than the regular 

pennies and shillings of society members. As Pawson wrote to a colleague in February 1799: 

That the cause of God among us is greatly hurt by the frequency of our Collections, 
I have not the shadow of a doubt....I think we undertake too much.  Besides our 
common expences we have the Poor, the Benevolent Society, Sunday Schools, the 
Missions, the building new Chapels, and I can hardly tell what besides.1021 

The Connexional leadershipôs takeover of the Preachersô Fund in 1780 also had mixed 

results. From then on a small team of senior preachers and lay advisers were keeping parallel 

                                                           
1020 See Watson, D. L. (1985). The Early Methodist Class Meeting. Nashville, TN, Discipleship Resources; 

and Goodhead, A. F. (2007), A Crown. See for example Bradburnôs account of meeting the London classes, 

which he cites at 271: óThere are three sorts of people among them:- The truly spiritual:- The regularly sincere, 

who live much below their privileges:- And the scarcely awakened outward-court worshippers, who just 

conform to the rules enough to be kept in connexion.ô Entry for May 1787, MARC, Bradburn Journal, vol. 1 

1021 Letter of 25 February 1799 to Thomas Taylor, superintendent at Halifax. Bowmer, J. C. and J. A. Vickers 

(eds.) (1995), Pawson Letters, 146 
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accounts, enabling them quietly to divert over Ã6,000 in preachersô pension contributions 

towards other purposes. The exposure of this practice in the mid 1790s caused intense inter-

generational tension within the preacher body, though it led ultimately to greater 

transparency and openness which strengthened the Connexion.1022     

Third, over time the Connexionôs finances became both more complex and more 

bureaucratic. This was partly a function of scale and scope of the operation, but it also 

reflected changes within wider society. A major driver of the complexity was the perennial 

cash shortage at the centre, which meant that money was constantly being shifted between 

the various Connexional funds. The risk-taking characteristic of central cash management 

contrasted with the continued caution of society and circuit stewards, for whom breaking 

even financially at the end of the quarter seems to have remained an almost sacred matter of 

trust. The flows of money to and from and between the various central funds became 

increasingly hard to track, though by the mid 1790s the pressure for greater transparency, 

arising partly from legislative changes, led to a rapid increase in the length and detail of 

financial reporting to the Conference.    

One aspect of the growing bureaucracy of the movement was that spontaneous acts of charity 

tended to be replaced by organised programmes with fixed procedures and regulations. Local 

societies began to deliver poor relief using standard payments at fixed times. And while this 

- like the systematic visits and grant distribution of the Strangerôs Friend Societies - may 

have been more cost-effective, something was lost, as Tyson has commented: 

The gradual consolidation of Methodist benevolent efforts into the benevolent 
institutions tended to distance lay workers and their funds from the charitable work 
itself. It had the effect of undercutting the individual Methodistôs direct identification 
and solidarity with the poor through the benevolent work of local classes.1023 

                                                           
1022 On which see chapter three. There were similar developments in the United States, where demands for 

greater democracy were debated in 1792. Wigger, J. H. (2001), Taking Heaven, 40-41  

1023 Tyson, J. R. (1997), óWhy did John Wesley ñfailò?ô, 176-187, at 180  
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By 1800 much of the Wesleyansô educational and charitable endeavour was institutionalised, 

if not professionalised, thus mirroring the broader trend observed by Fissell amongst medical 

charities in Bristol: 

By the early nineteenth century, the personal relationships that had underlain charity 
and poor relief were beginning to erode; a poor personôs worthiness had to be 
affirmed by inspection and surveillance, rather than by recommendation of his or her 
patron.1024 

Fourth, and crucially, the Connexionôs financial operations went with the grain of the 

expanding market economy of the eighteenth century: despite the rhetoric of holiness and 

apostolic simplicity, its day-to-day relationship with the world was symbiotic, not 

antagonistic. The reliance on Providence epitomised by the informal hospitality which had 

sustained the early itinerants was in time tempered - if not rendered obsolete - by the 

emergence of a salaried clerical profession enjoying free accommodation, family 

allowances, pensions, and free health care.1025 From the late 1760s the centrally-managed 

programme of chapel loans offered a secure and lucrative home for the surplus capital of the 

increasingly confident Wesleyan Methodist middle class. And its welfare programmes often 

had an explicit labour market focus: Sunday schools, love-feast disbursements, and of course 

the Strangerôs Friend Societies shared the objective - alongside the spiritual improvement of 

their clientele - of equipping them for productive work in a vibrant market economy.  

By 1800, although in many localities and at national level, Wesleyan Methodist finances and 

operations were under evident strain, they had not yet broken down completely. In 1766 one 

critic had complained: 

                                                           
1024 Fissell, M. E. (1991). Patients, Power, and the Poor in Eighteenth-Century Bristol. Cambridge, Cambridge 

University Press, 125 

1025 On which see Ward, W. R. (1972). óReligion of the peopleô, 237-257 
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I am told that Methodism costs thirteen or fourteen shillings every year, and as much 
time, perhaps, as would draw the same sum.1026 

But it was this central fact that the growing thousands of Wesleyans were willing to 

contribute not only their money but their time, energy and skills which kept the flame alive.  

Coda 

In analysing the state of Wesleyan Methodist finances in the early nineteenth century, 

Hempton has argued that by then: 

The delicious simplicity of the old Methodist plan, combining as it did piety and 
payment, commitment and contributions, and savings and sanctification, had one 
fatal flaw - it simply could not be made to work.1027   

This would be too a harsh a characterisation for the period up to 1800. Wesleyan Methodism 

accommodated itself with remarkable speed and flexibility to the myriad social and 

economic changes of the 1740-1800 period. And throughout it all, membership continued to 

grow. In the British Isles, just as Donovan has observed in America: 

Two processes intertwined to create a second generation Methodism interested in 
middle-class respectability: the dramatic membership growth that led to Methodist 
institution-building and the economic revolutions of industry and market that 
provided the fluid social space for self-improvement and the generation of wealth.1028   

After John Wesley died, the centrifugal forces which were always present in his Connexion 

became more manifest, and often financial pressures were at the heart of this. There were 

competing claims on Book Room profits, fuelled by the complexity of Wesleyôs will; chapel 

trustees and preachers fought for control of key chapels, including City Road in London; the 

younger preachers rebelled against the alleged mismanagement of their retirement fund by 

the senior leadership; and there were repeated demands for a broadening in the distribution 

                                                           
1026 Martin, S. (1766), A Few Thoughts. Modelling by the author - see Annex 10A(vii) - is broadly consistent 

with this: the estimated per capita contribution from each member in 1769-1770 was 11s.5d.  

1027 Hempton, D. (2005), Methodism, 115 

1028 Donovan, J. (2010). óFrancis Asbury, Methodism, and Moneyô, Methodist History 48 (4) (July 2010), 

210-215, at 211-212 
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of Connexional power, to engage stewards, chapel trustees, and the whole community of 

itinerant preachers. In one landmark decision, the 1794 Conference decided that: 

é.the management of the temporal and spiritual concerns of the Society shall be 
separated....viz., 1. The temporal concerns shall be managed by the Stewards....-2. 
The spiritual concerns shall be managed by the Preachers....1029  

It was in defining these relationships in the mid 1790s that the Wesleyan Methodist 

movement finalised its mutation from a society within the Established Church to a self-

standing denomination; but one which also exhibited many of the characteristics of an 

investment bank.    

1029 Minutes II, 314; see also discussion in chapter five 
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ANNEX 1A 

 
 
 

WESLEYAN ITINERANT PREACHERS, 1740-1800 

Year Myles 

(1813) 

10-year 
increase 

Members/ 

preacher 

 Welch 

(1829) 

10-year 
increase 

Members/ 

preacher 

 Lenton 

(2009) 

10-year 
increase 

Members/ 

preacher 

1740 

1750 

1760 

1770 

1780 

1790 

1800 

7 

86 

105 

172 

221 

363 

527 

- 

1,130% 

22% 

64% 

28% 

64% 

52% 

- 

- 

- 

171 

198 

197 

209 

- 

- 

- 

117 

171 

295 

419 

- 

- 

- 

- 

46% 

73% 

42% 

- 

- 

- 

253 

256 

243 

262 

6 

66 

78 

132 

179 

333 

- 

- 

1,000% 

18% 

64% 

36% 

86% 

- 

- 

- 

- 

230 

248 

224 

- 

Sources 

Myles, 446-464. Preachers are counted if they are recorded as joining by or on a specific year, 
and not having died or left by that year  

Welch, C. (1829), Wesleyan Polity, 27-31. Totals are for itinerant preachers plus 
supernumeraries 

Lenton, J. H. (2009), Wesleyôs Preachers, Table 22, 438. Preachers are counted if defined by 
him as ódefiniteô or ópossibleô; supernumeraries also included 
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ANNEX 1B 

 
SAMUEL BRADBURNôS TRAVELS, JUNE 1775 

Date in 
June 

Preached at Date Preached at Date Preached at 

1 Wigan, Aspull 
Moor 

11 

Sunday 

Bolton 21 Great Budworth, 
Northwich 

2 Prescot 12 Bolton 22 Northwich, Little 
Leigh 

3 Liverpool 13 Bolton, Proud 
Preston1 

23 Little Leigh, 
Preston on the Hill 

4 
Sunday 

Liverpool, 
Wallasey, 
Liverpool 

14 Proud Preston, 
Halliwell 

24 Preston on the Hill, 
Liverpool 

5 Liverpool 15 Chowbent 25 
Sunday 

Liverpool 

6 Liverpool 16 Chowbent, 
[Choffeehill], 
Shakerley 

26 Liverpool 

7 Wigan 17 Shakerley 27 Liverpool, [Nail] 

8 Wigan, 
[Moldingswaters] 

18 
Sunday 

Chowbent, 
Wigan 

28 [Nail], Wigan 

9 [Moldingswaters], 
[Coalpit-Tops], 
Edgworth Moor 

19 Wigan, 
Warrington 

29 Bolton 

10 Edgworth Moor, 
Bolton 

20 Warrington, 
Budworth 

30 Wigan - órestô 

Source 
MARC, Bradburn Journal  

                                                           
1 Apparently a common term for óPrestonô at this time 
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ANNEX 1C 

PREACHING CIRCUITS - KEY DATA 

(i) 
National data (British Isles) 

Year No.  
circuits2 

Connexional 
membership3 

Members 
per circuit 

No. 
preachers4 

Preachers 
per circuit 

Members 
per preacher 

1750 

1760 

1770 

1780 

1790 

1800 

9 

20 

49 

64 

108 

161 

14,000  

17,000 

29,406 

43,830 

71,463 

109,961 

1,800 

950 

600 

684 

662 

683 

70 

85 

140 

190 

340 

410 

7.7 

4.3 

2.9 

3.0 

3.1 

2.5 

200 

200 

210 

231 

210 

268 

Sources 

Conference Minutes and author estimates - see footnotes 

(ii) 
Selected local data 

Circuit Year Number of societies Number of members 

Leeds 1768-1769 31 1,156 
Devon 1778 18 453 
Leicester 1780 32 632 

Macclesfield 1787 35 972 
Manchester 1790 14 2,060 
Bedford 1793 38 677 

Rotherham 1794 20 572 

Sources 

Selected primary and secondary material - see Annex 6A; for Devon and Macclesfield see 
Lenton, J. H. (2009), Wesleyôs Preachers, 138-139 

 

                                                           
2 Nine circuits were listed at the 1749 Conference, twelve in 1753 - see Works, Minutes, 233, 267; thirteen in 1758 

and thirty-nine in 1765 - see Works, Minutes, 286-287, 305-306.  Myles quotes thirty-one for 1763: 100-101. For 

1770, 1780, 1790, and 1800, see Works, Minutes, 383, 499, 718, and Minutes II, 49 

3 1750 and 1760 membership estimated on the basis of 200 members per preacher. For other membership totals 

see Works, Minutes, 384-385, 489-491, 726-728; and Minutes II, 54    

4 Author estimates - for underlying data see Annex 1A 
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ANNEX 1D 

 
 
 

WESLEYAN ITINERANT PREACHERS WHO WERE MARRIED WITH CHILDREN, 
1750-1790 

Entering ministry on or 
before: 

Total number Married with children As % 

1750 

1760 

1770 

1780 

1790 

173 

251 

383 

530 

801 

64 

93 

152 

216 

350 

37 

37 

40 

41 

44 

Source: Lenton database of Wesleyan Methodist itinerant preachers, accessed with permission 

October 2012 
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ANNEX 1E 
 
 
 

PREACHERSô ALLOWANCES, 1750-1790 

Allowance Period Rate 

Preachersô allowance, 
ófor clothingô 

 probably from 1752  Ã10 a year initially 

 Ã12 a year by late 1750s 

Board wages  first mentioned at 
Conference in 17885 

 typically 1s.0d.-1s.6d. per 
day 

Wivesô allowance  1769-1774 

 from 1774 

 by 1781 

 Ã10 a year 

 Ã12 a year 

 Ã15 a year 

Heating and lighting 
allowance 

 from 1774  Ã15 a year - or costs 
reimbursed 

Childrenôs allowance  from 1781  Ã6 a year unless free 
education being provided 

Source 

Conference Minutes  

                                                           
5 Works, Minutes, 665-666, Q.23. óBoard wagesô were allowances for the periods when itinerant preachers were 

based at home; while travelling, their board was at least in principle paid by the host societies. Some circuits 

recognised this well before 1788  
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ANNEX 2A 
 
 

A TYPICAL MARRIED WESLEYAN ITINERANT PREACHERôS COSTS, c.1796 
Category Annual amount Comment 

1. Cash income paid by circuit 

Preacherôs allowance (ñquarterageò)  Ã12.00 Standard national rate in Connexion 

ñBoard wagesò (10s. every third week) Ã9.00 Estimate by Kilham, as reduced by Hanby 

Wifeôs allowance Ã12.00 Standard national rate in Connexion 

Childrenôs allowance (assume two, at home) Ã12.00 Standard national rate in Connexion 

Sub-total Ã45.00  

2. Household and personal expenses paid by circuit 

Rent, heating and lighting Ã12.00 Estimate by Kilham 

Domestic servant Ã5.00 Kilham estimate; typical wage for period 

Wear and tear of furniture Ã3.00 Estimate by Kilham 

Washing and shaving, other personal expenses Ã7.00 Not mentioned by Kilham 

Linen washing Ã1.00 Estimate by Kilham 

Medical (and funeral) expenses Ã3.00 Noted but not quantified by Kilham 

Sub-total Ã31.00  

Total household expenses £76.00  

3. Professional expenses, shared by circuit and local societies 

Costs of horse  

Ã20.00 

Noted but not quantified by Kilham 

Attendance at Conference (circuit) Noted but not quantified by Kilham 

Other travel expenses Not mentioned by Kilham 

Removal expenses (circuit) Noted but not quantified by Kilham 

Postage Ã1.00 Estimate by Kilham 

Board and lodging provided by host societies Ã18.00 Implicit in Kilham/Hanby analysis 

Total professional expenses £39.00  

TOTAL ANNUAL COSTS £115.00 NB. a single preacher would cost 

around £80.00 

Sources 

Hanby. T. (1796), Explanation 

Kilham, A. (1796), Short Remarks 

Author estimates 
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ANNEX 2B 

WESLEYAN METHODIST MEMBERSHIP 1740-1800 

A. Estimates of membership in British Isles before 1765  

(i) based on contemporary accounts of local society membership 
Date Society Membership Membership 

17716 
% of national 
membership 1771 

Estimated national membership 
at earlier date if 1771 proportion 
applied 

1743 Newcastle-
upon-Tyne 

8007 1,747 5.6% 14,300 

1747 Newcastle-
upon-Tyne 

4008 1,747 5.6% 7,100 

1748 Dublin 4009 402 1.3% 31,000 
1751 Whitehaven 24010 237 0.8% 31,600 
1751 Yorkshire 3,00011 8,544 27.5% 10,900 
 ŸAverage c. 

1750 
   19,000 

 [excl. Dublin 
and 

Whitehaven] 

   <11,000 

Technical note 

This calculation makes the heroic assumption that the proportionately the number of members 

in these circuits in relation to overall national membership was constant. This is implausible in 

the case of Dublin and Whitehaven, where membership was static at a time when national 

                                                           
6 The first year for which returns from all these circuits were published in the Minutes 

7 In June 1743 the preacher John Bennet reported that there were óupwards of 800 of a Societyô at Newcastle-

upon-Tyne: entry for 1-2 June 1743, Duke I, Bennet Papers, Journal, vol. 1, 67 

8 In 1747 Wesley recorded in his journal that there were now 400 members in Newcastle - entry for 9-12 March 

1747, Works, Journal III, 163 

9 In 1748 Wesley reported approaching 400 members in Dublin - entry for 16 March 1748, Works, Journal III, 

213 

10 In 1751 Wesley claimed that there were almost 240 members in Whitehaven - entry for 14 April 1751, Works, 

Journal III, 384 

11 In 1751 Wesley suggested that there were over 3,000 members in Yorkshire - letter of 20 December 1751 to 

Ebenezer Blackwell: Telford, Letters III, 85 
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membership was rising. On the other hand, Newcastle and Yorkshire were early centres of 

Wesleyanism, and in earlier years their proportion of the national membership is therefore 

likely to be higher than shown above. Overall, this methodology points to national membership 

in 1750 something over 10,000. 

Previous estimates 

The first official Wesleyan membership data were published in 1766 - Works, Minutes, 319. 

Field suggests that óCertainly, in any formal sense, Wesleyan Methodism grew only slowly 

from the 1730s, with membership at the end of the next decade probably still in four figures 

and a total community only just in five.ô12 Gilbert estimates Methodist (ie. not just Wesleyan) 

membership in 1750 at 7,000.13 If other adherents are included his methodology would put the 

size of the Methodist community at some 20,000; given the fluidity in denominational 

boundaries at the time - and the fluctuations in membership year to year ï this might be 

consistent with Sutcliffeôs figures. Podmore cites a contemporary Moravian estimate that 

Wesley had 12,000 adherents (and Whitfield 20,000) in England alone in 1748.14 For sources 

of specific numbers see footnotes. 

(ii) based on preacher numbers 

 Number of 
preachers 

National 
membership 

Members/preacher Sources 

1750 66 13,200 200 [assumed] Lenton, J. H. (2009), 
Wesleyôs Preachers, Table 
22, 438 1760 78 15,600 200 [assumed] 

  

                                                           
12 Field, C. D. (2012), óCounting Religion in England and Wales: The Long Eighteenth Century, c.1688-c.1840ô, 

Journal of Ecclesiastical History, 63 (4) (October 2012), 693-720, at 705. 

13 Gilbert, A. (1978-1979), óMethodism, Dissent and political stabilityô, Journal of Religious History, X, 381-399, 

at 394 

14 Podmore, C. J. (1998), Moravian Church, 120 



10 
 

Reference data 

1765 93 20,434 220 Rowell 

1766 96 25,000 260 Sutcliffe 

Technical note 

This methodology assumes that the number of preachers per member was broadly constant. 

Preacher numbers are Lenton estimates, and for 1750 and 1760 an average of 200 members per 

preacher is assumed.15 For 1765 and 1765 preacher numbers are compared with contemporary 

(or near-contemporary) estimates of membership.16 There are problems in defining the status 

of some preachers at this period; stipends were not yet universal, and boundaries between 

religious groups were fluid.   

B. Overall trend in membership in British Isles 

Year 1750 est. 1760 est. 1770 1780 1790 1800 

Membership 14,000 17,000 29,181 43,830 71,568 109,961 

Increase - 21% 72% 50% 63% 54% 

Sources 

Estimates by author for 1750-1760; then Works, Minutes, 385, 503, 728; Minutes II, 54 

 

  

                                                           
15 Myles, 446-464; Lenton, J. H. (2009), Wesleyôs Preachers, Table 22, 438 

16 See Jacob Rowellôs 1765 membership data - Works, Minutes, 306, f.n.28; Sutcliffeôs estimate for 1766 is in 

MARC, Sutcliffe, J., History, II, 688 
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C. National distribution of membership within British Isles 

Year 1770 % 1780 % 1790 % 1800 % 

England 25,130 86 36,667 84 55,810 78 88,319 80 

Scotland 581 2 555 1 1,086 2 1,056 1 

Wales 346 1 499 1 566 1 1,244 1 

Ireland 3,124 11 6,109 14 14,106 20 19,292 18 

British Isles 29,181 100 43,830 100 71,568 100 109,96117 100 

Source: Works, Minutes, 384-385, 501-503, 726-728; Minutes II, 52-54 

 

D. Gender distribution of English members, 1759-1800 

Period 1759-1770 1771-1780 1781-1790 1791-1800 

% women 57.8 56.4 55.0 57.4 

Source: Field, C. D. (1994), 'Social composition', Table 1 [extract], 159 

E. Occupational status of English male members, 1759-1799 

Occupational group % of membership 

A. gentry and professions 2.2 

B. merchants, manufacturers, retailers 9.4 

C. skilled craftsmen in textiles, wood, metal, building and 
mining 

57.5 

D. agriculture, excluding labourers 12.2 

E. maritime, naval and military 1.7 

F. labourers, servants and paupers 16.9 

Source: Field, C. D. (1994), 'Social composition', Table 3 [extract], 165 

  

                                                           
17 Includes fifty members in Gibraltar 
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F. Average family income by occupational status, England (1759) 

Occupational group Average family 
income  

A. gentry and professions Ã224.24 

B. merchants, manufacturers, retailers Ã69.88 

C. skilled craftsmen in textiles, wood, metal, building and mining Ã31.98 

D. agriculture, excluding labourers Ã43.95 

E. maritime, naval and military Ã24.79 

F. labourers, servants and paupers Ã12.71 

Source: Calculated from data in Lindert, P. H. and J. G. Williamson (1982). 'Revising England's 

Social Tables 1688-1812.' Explorations in Economic History, 19, 385-408. Table 3, at 396-

397. These estimates apply to the general population of England, not to Methodists specifically 

G. Wesleyan Methodist membership and estimated income per 100 members, c.1760 

Occupational group % members % income 

A. gentry and professions 2 13 

B. merchants, manufacturers, retailers 9 17 

C. skilled craftsmen in textiles, wood, metal, building and 
mining 

58 49 

D. agriculture, excluding labourers 12 14 

E. maritime, naval and military 2 1 

F. labourers, servants and paupers 17 6 

Notes on methodology 

The above are broad estimates derived from the preceding tables and embody the following 

key assumptions: 
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1. the average family incomes earned by Wesleyan Methodists mirror those in the general 

population 

2. estimates for England can be applied across the British Isles 

3. family size was the same across occupational groups, permitting family income data to be 
used as a proxy for individual income. 
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ANNEX 2C 
 

TYPICAL FINANCIAL RESPONSIBILITIES FOR  
WESLEYAN ITINERANT PREACHING c.1780 

Expenditure 
category 

Responsibility 

Preacher Society Circuit Conference 

Clothing   Quarterly preacherôs 
allowance 

Occasional subsidy 

Accommodation  Lodging for travelling 
preachers 

Housing for preacher and 
family 

Occasional subsidy 

Food etc. Might pay 
for food 
when not 
away from 
home 

Hospitality for 
travelling preachers 

Allowances for wives, and 
for children at home; 
sometimes óñboard 
wagesôwagesò when 
preacher not travelling  

Occasional subsidy 

Servants   Typically paid for one 
servant where preacher had 
children 

Occasional subsidy 

Heating and lighting   óñCoal and 
candlesôcandlesò paid for, 
or extra allowance 

Occasional subsidy 

Education    Boarding school 
place or allowance 
in  lieu 

Travel expenses  Incidental expenses, 
including locally 
incurred travel 
expenses 

Preachersô horse and other 
costs; preachersô attendance 
at Conference; family 
removal expenses 

Occasional subsidy 

Retirement provision Subscription 
to Preachersô 
Fund 

Discretionary 
contributions to 
Preachersô Fund 

Subscriptions collected - 
and sometimes paid - by 
circuit 

Payment of 
pensions 

Medical and funeral 
expenses 

  Costs for preacher and 
family met in full 

Occasional subsidy 

Sources 

: Conference Minutes; sample of circuit, society and preachersô accounts 
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ANNEX 3A 

THE PREACHERSô FUND:  A MODEL 

Notes on sources and methodology 

Basic financial data appear in the Conference Minutes from 1767 (Works, Minutes, 348, Q.19). 

Until 1781, the sole recorded source of income was from preachersô contributions; between 

1781 and 1793 lay donations were also received, but not recorded separately; from 1794 both 

preachersô contributions and total income were recorded. Numbers of preachers admitted each 

year were reported in the Minutes, and total numbers of preachers can be drawn from Lenton, 

J. H., (2009), Wesleyôs Preachers, Table 22, 438. The scheme rules were also detailed in the 

Minutes. It is therefore possible to estimate the total contributions received from 1763; from 

1767 this can be compared with published data. 

Expenditure data were published from 1771; until then, expenditure can be estimated using the 

same methodology as discussed above. However, in 1796 the schemeôs stewards published a 

report which showed that since 1781 expenditure in support of active preachersô wives had 

been significantly higher than reported hitherto - Pawson, J. and A. Mather (1796), Affectionate 

Address, 7. The model summarised below therefore gives two sets of estimates of Fund annual 

and cumulative balances, one assuming that the reports published in the Minutes were correct, 

and the other adjusted to incorporate the Pawson and Mather data. 

One puzzle is that, even with these adjustments, initial modelling suggested that the Fund 

would have been in deficit from 1790-1791, which seem implausible. It has therefore been 

assumed that Fund income was understated by 25 per cent, and on this basis the Fundôs 

estimates are broadly consistent with available primary data.   
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Detailed notes on model 

1. Column A: the year is the twelve months to July, when financial returns were submitted to 

Conference and expenditure authorised. 

2. Column B: preachers admitted are as recorded in the Conference Minutes. 

3. Column C: preacher numbers up to 1790 are taken from Lenton, J. H. (2009), Wesleyôs 

Preachers, Table 22, 438; from 1791, from the Conference Minutes. The two series are 

probably reasonably consistent: for example, for 1790 Lenton quotes 304 preachers as 

ódefiniteô, and the Minutes record 290.     

4. Column D: estimated preacher contributions reflects the rates for entry fees and annual 

payments then in force. There is some doubt about when rates were raised in the 1790s: it 

may have been as early as 1791, the date used in the model. 

5. Columns D, E, F and G: Column F shows Fund income as recorded in the Minutes. For 

years prior to 1767, the model uses the estimates of preacher contributions from Column 

D. From 1781, the model uses income estimates which assume under-statement of lay 

donations by 25 per cent - Column G. In later years, preachersô contributions were 

sometimes recorded separately; such data are at E.    

6. Columns G and H: between 1763 and 1770 the model uses expenditure estimates by the 

author, based on simple extrapolation (Column F). From 1771 the data are as recorded in 

the Minutes (Column G), and ignore transactions not recorded in the Conference report on 

the Preachersô Fund.    
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7. Column I: payments to preachersô wives as recorded in the Minutes. Sometimes these are 

recorded explicitly as such, sometimes they appear as óSisterô or óS.ô Smith. Transactions 

not recorded in the Conference report on the Preachersô Fund are excluded. 

8. Column J: payments to preachersô wives and others, as recorded by Pawson, J. and A. 

Mather (1796), Affectionate Address, 7. 

9. Column K: the annual increase or reduction in Fund capital, based solely on transactions 

recorded in the Conference reports on the Fund. 

10. Column L: the annual increase or reduction in Fund capital, including the net effect of the 

other payments recorded by Pawson, J. and A. Mather (1796), Affectionate Address, 7. 

11. Column M: the (theoretical) level of Fund capital, based solely on transactions recorded in 

the Conference reports on the Fund. 

12. Column N: the (actual) level of Fund capital, including the net effect of the other payments 

recorded by Pawson, J. and A. Mather (1796), Affectionate Address, 7. 

13. The model assumes that surplus funds were invested at a net standard rate of 3.5 per cent, 

compound. In 1763, the annual average return on Government securities was 3.4 per cent; 

in the war-time conditions of 1797, when the future of the Preachersô Fund was under active 

discussion, it reached 5.9 per cent; but the long-term average 1763-1797 was only 4.1 per 

cent.18 However, some of the Fund was held in cash (6 per cent in 1791) and some was held 

in interest-bearing investments other than Government securities.   

                                                           
18 Hills, S., R. Thomas and N. Dimsdale (2010), 'The UK recession.ô Calculations by author, based on their 

technical annex 
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14. Pawson and Mather used a rate of 3.5 per cent in calculating the interest on the money owed 

to the Fund by the wider Connexion in 1796. 

15. All sums are rounded to the nearest pound. 
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20 
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ANNEX 3B 

PREACHERSô FUND BENEFITS, 1771-1796 

Year Preachers’ benefit Widows’ benefit Children’s benefit 

1771 Ã5.5s.0d. Ã5.5s.0d. none paid 

1776 Ã10.0s.0d. Ã5.5s.0d. none paid 

1781 half at Ã12.0s.0d., half higher Ã12.0s.0d., within wide range none paid 

1786 Ã12.0s.0d., some higher Ã12.0s.0d., within wide range none paid 

1791 wide range, average some Ã18 wide range, average some Ã14 none paid 

1796 wide range, average some Ã20 wide range, average some Ã17 Ã14.0s.0d. 

 

Source 

Conference Minutes 

 

ANNEX 3C 

PREACHERSô FUND BENEFICIARIES, 1771-1800 

Year Preachers Widows Other Total 

1771 2 4 0 6 

1776 1 6 0 7 

1781 5 15 0 20 

1786 9 13 0 22 

1791 17 12 0 29 

1796 27 20 1 48 

1800 29 24 1 54 

 

Source 

Conference Minutes 
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ANNEX 3D 

PREACHERSô FUND 1791 INVESTMENT PORTFOLIO, as published in 1796 

óIn the hands of Mr. Kirkman of Londonô Ã400 

óIn the hands of Mr. Vials of Londonô Ã200 

óA bond from Mr. Brackenburyô Ã100 

óIn the 3 Per Cent Bank-annuitiesô Ã210 

óIn do.ô  Ã100 

óMr. Murlin as a Steward had in his handô Ã82.5s.0d. 

óUpon the Chapel in Edinburghô Ã53.11s.0d. 

óUpon the Chapel at Bedfordô Ã25 

óUpon the Chapel at Northamptonô Ã20 

óIn the 4 Per Centsô Ã200 

óIn allô Ã1,390.16s.0d. 

  

Source 

Pawson, J. and A. Mather (1796), Affectionate Address, 6  
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ANNEX 3E 

THE CORE DEMANDS ON THE PREACHERSô FUND, 1771-1791 [selected years] 

Year Subscribers 

(est.) 

Subscription 

income (est.) 

Recorded expenditure on beneficiaries 

Total Preachers Widows 

1771 130 Ã83 Ã36 Ã10 Ã26 

1776 170 Ã94 Ã48 Ã15 Ã33 

1781 180 Ã110 Ã200 Ã89 Ã9819 

1786 240 Ã130 Ã310 Ã130 Ã180 

1791 300 Ã360 Ã500 Ã330 Ã170 

 

Source 

: Estimates by author, rounded to two significant digits, based on Lenton, J. H. (2009), 

Wesleyôs Preachers, Table 22, 438, and Conference Minutes 

ANNEX 3F 

TOTAL PREACHERSô FUND RECORDED EXPENDITURE, 1781-1791 
Year 

Preachers, widows and children 
Wives Wives as % total 

1781 Ã200 Ã50 21% 
1782 Ã240 Ã130 35% 
1783 Ã240 Ã160 40% 
1784 Ã370 Ã200 35% 
1785 Ã300 Ã100 26% 
1786 Ã310 0 0 
1787 Ã340 0 0 
1788 Ã350 Ã140 29% 
1789 Ã310 Ã180 37% 
1790 Ã440 Ã140 25% 
1791 Ã500 0 0 

 

Source 

As: as above 

                                                           
19 Some Ã16 in expenditure is not broken down 
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ANNEX 3G 

 

 

 

PREACHERSô FUND RECORDED AND ESTIMATED INCOME, 1780-1800  

[selected years] 

This table compares Fund income, as reported annually to Conference, with estimated income 

generated from preachers alone, based on the numbers admitted and active, and the contribution 

rules then in place. 

Year A. Estimated preachersô 
contributions 

B. Recorded total 
income 

A/B [%] 

1780 Ã95 Ã87 109% 

1785 Ã116 Ã472 25% 

1790 Ã180 Ã695 26% 

1795 Ã434 Ã1,289 34% 

1800 Ã491 Ã1,069 46% 

 

Source 

As above 
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ANNEX 3H 

PREACHERSô FUND  LOANS TO GENERAL CONNEXIONAL FUNDS, 1781-1796 

Year Payments to preachersô families 
recorded at the time 

Loans to Connexion to fund such 
payments as reported by Pawson and 
Mather in 1796  

Variance 

1781 Ã54 Ã70 Ã16 

1782 Ã132 Ã144 Ã12 

1783 Ã162 Ã162 0 

1784 Ã210 Ã240 Ã30 

1785 Ã102 Ã102 0 

1786 Ã60 Ã195 Ã135 

1787 Ã48 Ã118 Ã70 

1788 Ã144 Ã250 Ã106 

1789 Ã180 Ã180 0 

1790 Ã144 Ã100 -Ã44 

1791 0 Ã573 Ã573 

1792 0 Ã433 Ã433 

1793 0 Ã474 Ã474 

1794 0 Ã754 Ã754 

1795 0 Ã856 Ã856 

1796 0 Ã828 Ã828 

Totals Ã1,236 Ã5,479 Ã4,243 

Note: all sums rounded to nearest Ã 

 

Sources 

: Pawson, J. and A. Mather (1796), Affectionate Address, 7, and Conference Minutes 
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ANNEX 3I 

PREACHERSô FUND RULE CHANGES 1791-1800 
Year Changes Comments 

Financial and general provisions 

1791 Fund to be used only to support preachers, 
their widows and orphan children, and not 
for other Connexional purposes 

 

1795 Interest due on Fund capital to be paid from 
Book Room profits 
All lay contributions to be recorded in 
Circuit Stewardsô account books 
Fund to be registered as Friendly Society 

 
 
 
 
Required ring-fencing of Fund from 
general Connexional finances; not 
implemented immediately 

1796 Minimum capital raised to Ã1,000 
All loans from Fund to be repaid, ówith legal 
interestô 
 

Previous rule not clear 
Rate presumably 5 per cent, the then 
legal maximum20 

1799 Fund split in two. Income from lay people 
now managed as charity for relief of retired 
preachers and their families; contributions 
from preachers support new retirement 
scheme     

New preachersô retirement scheme 
had been established in 1798, covered 
by 1795 legislation; transitional 
provisions preserved allowances 
already in payment 

Beneficiaries 

1793 Superannuated preachers only entitled to 
benefits after four years as ósupernumeraryô 

Led to major reduction in costs 

1796 Benefits only payable once preacher had 
contributed Ã10.10s.0d.; but some waivers 
Discretionary ómercyô payments could be 
made to any ódistressed brotherô, widows or 
children 
Reinforcement of rules on preachers who 
left Connexion 
Headmaster of Kingswood and Book 
Steward admitted as subscribing members 

Previously Ã2.2s.0d. 
 
Such a discretionary gift seems to be 
recorded in 178721; another in 179622 

1800 Appointment as supernumerary or 
superannuated preacher subject to approval 
by District Committee 

 

  

                                                           
20 This was in fact the interest rate paid on the Book Room bond deposited with the new Itinerant Methodist 

Preachersô Annuity Society when it was recapitalised in 1799 

21 To Sarah Evans, óa giftô - Works, Minutes I, 638 

22 To Joseph Jerom - Minutes I, 358 
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Preachers’ contribution rates 

1794 Annual subscription raised to Ã1.1s.0d. Date not certain; might have been 
earlier 

Benefit rates 

1796 Superannuated preacher: Ã12 a year, plus Ã1 
a year for each year itinerated beyond twelve 
years 
 
 
 
 
Widow: Ã12 a year; also eligible for 
husbandôs long-service bonus; rules on 
remarriage 

This seems to have formalised long-
standing practice: the first recorded 
payment of a long-service bonus on 
this basis was probably in 1779; 
another may have been made in 
178023  
 
Probably formalised existing practice  

Member discipline 

1796 Fine for non-payment of subscription 
doubled from 2s.6d. to 5s.0d.   
Rules relaxed for this on foreign missions 

 

Fund management 
1792 Four stewards, and committee of nine 

preachers, named  
 

1794 Four stewards all reappointed  
1796 Roles of stewards and committee clarified  
1799 New management structure for all three 

central funds, including Treasurer and Clerk 
for Preachersô Fund  

 

Source 

Conference Minutes 

  

                                                           
23 To Isaac Waldron.  He began itinerating in 1760, and seems to have stopped in 1778.  He was thus paid the 

basic rate of Ã12, plus Ã6 bonus - and this is shown in the Fundôs report to Conference for 1779.  Thomas Westell 

seems to have received a similar bonus in 1780. Sources: Garlick, K. B. (1977). Mr. Wesley's Preachers: an 

alphabetical arrangement of Wesleyan Methodist preachers and missionaries, and the stations to which they were 

appointed, 1738-1818. London, Pinhorns, for World Methodist History Society (British Section); and Works, 

Minutes, 493, 504 
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ANNEX 4A 
 

THE FINANCING OF CHATHAM CHAPEL, 1770 

Gifts Ã61 13% 

Subscriptions Ã40 8% 

Kentish circuitôs Yearly 
Collection 

Ã20 4% 

Conference grant24 Ã20 4% 

Chapel collections Ã7 1% 

Sales of gallery tickets Ã5 1% 

Class money Ã3 1% 

Mortgage Ã300 63% 

Other Ã24 5% 

Total Ã480 100% 

 

Source 

: Medway Archives and Local Studies Centre, Brompton Chapel Account Book 

  

                                                           
24 The 1770 Minutes record a payment of Ã20.7s.6d. from the Yearly Collection to Chatham. A total of 

Ã1,960.12s.9d. was distributed that year. Works, Minutes, 385-387 
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ANNEX 4B 
 

THE SOURCES OF FUNDING FOR GLASGOW CHAPEL 1786-1787 

Gifts and subscriptions Ã255 29% 

Collections in Glasgow Ã16 2% 

Gifts from other circuits Ã88 10% 

Gifts from John Wesley Ã40 5% 

Subscriptions for seats Ã52 6% 

Sale of surplus land Ã106 12% 

Loan 1 Ã204 24% 

Loan 2 Ã105 12% 

Other  Ã1 - 

Total Ã867 100% 

 

Source 

: School of Oriental and African Studies, Glasgow Chapel Account Book  
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ANNEX 4C 

THE COSTS AND FUNDING OF SELECTED WESLEYAN CHAPELS 1739-1798 
Date Chapel Cost Funding [all figures to nearest Ã1] Sources 
1739 Foundery, 

London 
Ã800 
(approx.) 

Ã480 subscriptions, Ã300 debt 
(approx.) 

Tyerman, L. (1870-1871), Wesley, 
Vol. 1, 271 

1757 Grimsby óNew 
Roomô 

Ã78 (excl. 
land) 

Subscriptions and collections: Ã66. 
(85%); remainder presumably debt 

Lester, G. (1890), Grimsby 
Methodism, 41 

1757 Deptford, 
London 

Ã250 Mainly debt, including from builder. 
Paid off within six years 

Jackson IV, 139-140 

1761 Rotherham, 
Bunting Croft 

Ã271.10s.
0d. 

Subscriptions: Ã82. (30%); 
Conference grants: Ã39. (14%) 
Debt: Ã151. (56%) 

Russell, S. J. (n.d.). Historical 
Notes of Wesleyan Methodism in 
Rotherham Circuit. Publisher not 
known, 21-22  

1766 Kirkgate 
Octagon, 
Bradford 

Ã997.8s.9
d. (excl. 
land) 

Initial debt Ã500; annual income 
Ã5025; Conference grants of Ã447. 
over seven years26  

Dolbey, G. W. (1964), 
Architectural Expression, 110; 
Stamp, W. (1841), Methodism in 
Bradford, 45 et seq. 

1770 Chatham Ã474 Initially: debt Ã396 (84%), cash  Ã78 
(16%); Conference grants totalling 
Ã19027 (40% project cost)  

Medway Archives and Local 
Studies Centre, Brompton Chapel 
Account Book 

1777 Halifax - 
second chapel 

Ã1,340.10
s.4İd. 

About Ã500 in cash raised; Ã600 in 
loans: five at Ã100, two at Ã50 

Walker, J. U. (1836). A History of 
Wesleyan Methodism in Halifax 
and its Vicinity, from its 
commencement to the present 
period. Halifax, Hartley and 
Walker, 141-151  

1777 Bramley, 
Yorkshire 

Ã289 Ã50 (17%) raised by local society; 
Ã25 (9%) by other societies in area; 
some Ã70 (14%) in seat 
subscriptions; and cash gift of Ã140 
(48%) from local businessman 

West Yorkshire Archives Service, 
Bramley Preaching House 
Subscription Book 

1779 Sheffield, 
Norfolk Street 

Ã2,550 Sale of old chapel: Ã214 (8%); 
subscriptions and collections: Ã858. 
(34%) 
Debt: Ã1,350 (53%)  

Seed, T. A. (1907). Norfolk Street, 
42  

 

  

                                                           
25 Batty, M. (1990), óJohn Wesleyôs Struggleô, I, 12  

26 Works, Minutes, 322, 372, 385, 401, 412, 422, 433 

27 Works, Minutes, 385, 400, 411, 421, 432 
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1779 London, City 
Road 

Ã6,000 Part funded by loans and 
annuities. London Society 
contributed Ã1,000. 1789 still 
Ã2,000 outstanding, covered by 
issuing three bonds.28 1791 
annual Ã354 finance costs 
covered by seat rents 

Church, L. F. (1949), Early 
Methodist People, 81; Dolbey, G. W. 
(1964), Architectural Expression, 46; 
Martin, J. H. (1946), London 
Chapels, 39 

 
1780 Macclesfield, 

Sunderland 
Street 

Ã800 Initial debt Ã234 Smith, B. (1875). The History of 
Methodism in Macclesfield. London, 
Wesleyan Conference Office 

1781 Newport, Isle 
of Wight 

Ã572.13s.4d. Local subscriptions and 
collections: Ã58 (10%); 
regional fund-raising: Ã63. 
(11%) 
Remainder presumably debt  

Dyson, J. B. (1865). Methodism in 
the Isle of Wight: its origin and 
progress down to the present times. 
Ventnor, George M. Burt, 109 

1785 Winchester Ã400 Loan of Ã250 at 5 per cent; 
interest largely covered by seat 
rents and property rent; Wesley 
offered loan of Ã100 

Letter of 13 September 1785 from 
John Wesley to Jasper Winscom, 
and footnotes - Telford, Letters VII, 
289 

1787 Glasgow Ã867 Local subscriptions and 
collections: Ã272 (31%); gifts 
from other circuits: Ã88 (10%); 
sale of land: Ã106 (12%); gifts 
from Wesley: Ã40 (5%); seat 
rents: Ã52 (6%); two loans 
totalling Ã309 (36%) 

School of Oriental and African 
Studies, Glasgow Chapel Account 
Book 

1788 Brompton, 
Rochester 

Ã998 Cash Ã104 (10%); debt: Ã894 
(90%) 

Medway Archives and Local Studies 
Centre, Brompton Chapel Account 
Book 

1788 Harwich Ã150 
(approx.) 

Apparently all debt: but Ã100 
repaid within two years  

Entry by preacher dated 24 July 
1792,  
Essex Record Office, Colchester 
Chapel Account Book  

1789 Guernsey Ã650 
(approx.) 

Subscriptions and collections: 
approx. Ã400 (62%); debt: 
approx. Ã250 (38%) 

Moore, R. D. (1952), Channel 
Islands, 49-50 

1798 London, Great 
Queen Street 

Ã3,972 
(existing 
building, 
adapted) 

Subscriptions and collections: 
Ã1,972 (50%); debt - raised on 
notes by trustees: Ã2,000 (50%) 
- reduced to Ã700 by 1812.  
Seat rents Ã305 in first year 

(1845). Historical Notices of the 
Wesleyan Methodist Chapel, in 
Great Queen Street, Lincoln's Inn 
Fields, London.... London, Printed 
for the Trustees, 8-9 
 

1798 Nottingham, 
Halifax Place 

Ã2,572.6s.2d. Nationwide subscriptions and 
collections: Ã1,570 (61%); óold 
materialsô: Ã84. (3%); debt: 
Ã919 (36%) 

Harwood, G. H. (1859), Methodism 
in Nottingham, 69 

 

  

                                                           
28 For a general account of the City Road chapel see Woodward, M. W. (1983). One at London. London, Friends 

of Wesleyôs Chapel 
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ANNEX 4D  

 

 

ILLUSTRATIVE COSTS OF EIGHTEENTH CENTURY CHURCHES AND CHAPELS 

The following tables compare the capital costs of an illustrative range of mid to late eighteenth 

century Anglican churches, Nonconformist meeting-houses, and Wesleyan Methodist chapels. 

They are based primarily on secondary sources such as local histories.  
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ANNEX 4E 

 
 
 

ANNUAL RETURNS IN SOME KEY INVESTMENT CATEGORIES, 1740-1799  

Year 
 

Sun Fire life insurance company, London,  
mortgage rate 

Charities - average investment returns Average returns on land 

1740-1749 

1750-1759 

1760-1769 

1770-1779 

1780-1789 

1790-1799 

4.5% 

4.3% 

4.6% 

4.3% 

4.9% 

4.8% 

4.3% 

4.3% 

4.5% 

4.7% 

4.7% 

4.8% 

4.2% 

3.9% 

3.6% 

3.2% 

4.0% 

3.4% 

Source  
Clark, G. (2001). óDebt, deficits, and crowding out: England, 1727-1840ô, European Review of 

Economic History, 5 (3), 403-436. Data quoted are derived from various tables in text 
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ANNEX 4F 
 

SOME TYPICAL CHAPEL COSTS, 1780s-1790s 
(i) 

Capital and running costs of an archetypal Wesleyan Methodist chapel c.1780 

Expenditure Financed by.... Assumptions 

 

Capital cost: Ã400 
[200 seats at Ã2 per 
seat] 

 Ã200 in cash 
donations 

 Ã200 in loans at 5 
per cent ie. Ã10 in 
interest per year 

 ie. Ã5 for each of forty members 
 

 residual cost met by debt 

Financing costs: 
Ã10 a year 

 seat rents Ã10 (100 
seats) 

 free seating for 100 

 average seat rental 2s.0d. per year 

 

Running costs: 
Ã20 a year 

 chapel collections 
c.Ã15 

 society 
contribution Ã5 

 average non-member attendance at main 
weekly preaching service c.80, giving 1d. 
each in collection (would raise Ã17 a year) 

 

Source 

Author: author estimates 

 

(ii) 
Examples of Wesleyan Methodist chapel financing: Rotherham, 1794 

Chapel Society 
membersh
ip [1793] 

Debt 
outstanding 

Annual 
interest [and 

rate] 

Other 
expenses 

Seat rental 
income 

Surplus 
available for 
debt reduction 

Rotherham  123 Ã191.0s.0d. Ã9.5s.0d. 
[4.8%] 

Ã3.10s.0d. Ã20.0s.0d. Ã7.5s.0d. 

Barnsley  53 Ã250.0s.0d. Ã11.5s.0d. 
[4.5%] 

Ã4.0s.0d. Ã27.0s.0d. Ã11.15s.0d. 

Wath 15 Ã131.5s.2d. Ã6.11s.0d. 
[5.0%] 

Ã1.1s.0d. Ã8.8s.0d. Ã0.16s.0d. 

 

Source 

: MARC, AN1977/487, Early Preachersô Letters, vol. 2, 323-324 
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ANNEX 4G 

 
 
 
 

RANGE OF ILLUSTRATIVE WESLEYAN CHAPEL CAPITAL COSTS, 1750-1800 

Decade Least expensive Most expensive 

1750s 

1760s 

1770s 

1780s 

1790s 

Ã80 

Ã130 

Ã400 

Ã140 

Ã900 

Ã250 

Ã1,000 

Ã2,50029 

Ã3,000 

Ã4,000 

Sources 

As: as for Annexes 4C and 4D 

 

  

                                                           
29 Excluding the Ã6,000 City Road Chapel in London, best seen as a national project 
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ANNEX 5A 
 
 
 

REGIONAL DISTRIBUTION OF WESLEYAN CHAPELS, 1770 AND 1800 
Year East 

Mids. 
E. 

England 
Greater 
London 

North 
East 

North 
West 

South 
East 

South 
West 

West 
Mids. 

Yorks. 
& 

Humber 

Wales Scotland Ireland 

1770 

1800 

5% 

11% 

4% 

5% 

1% 

2% 

9% 

5% 

9% 

9% 

7% 

6% 

15% 

21% 

5% 

5% 

26% 

19% 

3% 

2% 

3% 

3% 

12% 

13% 

Source  
Myles, 427-445  

Technical note 

Definition of English regions as below: 

Region Counties included        
East Midlands Notts., Derbys., Leics., Rutland, Northants.    

East of England 
 
Essex, Herts., Beds., Cambs., Hunts., Norfolk, Suffolk   

Greater London 
 
London, Middlesex, Surrey      

North East 
 
Durham, Northumberland      

North West 
 
Lancs., Cumberland, Cheshire, Westmoreland, Isle of Man   

South East 
 
Berks., Bucks., Sussex, Hants., Kent, Oxon., Isle of Wight, Channel 
Isles 

South West 
 
Glos., Somerset, Dorset, Wilts., Devon, Cornwall, Scilly Is., 
Monmouth 

West Midlands Salop, Hereford, Worcs., Staffs., Warks.     

Yorks. & 
Humber 

Yorks., Lincs. 
      

          
Counties as listed in Myles            
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ANNEX 5B 
 

THE WESLEYAN CHAPEL ESTATE, 1750-1800 
Year England Scotland Wales Ireland Total Membership 

1750 

1760 

1770 

1780 

1790 

1800 

9 

36 

119 

252 

494 

790 

0 

0 

5 

6 

16 

25 

0 

1 

4 

8 

14 

19 

0 

9 

18 

38 

88 

124 

9 

51 

153 

312 

616 

958 

14,000 

17,000 

29,181 

43,830 

71,568 

109,961 

Source 

Myles, 427-445 

Technical notes 

England includes Isle of Man, Channel Isles and Scilly Isles; Scotland includes Berwick-on-

Tweed 

Membership for 1750 and 1760 estimated (see Annex 2B) 
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ANNEX 5C 

 
 

IMPLEMENTATION OF REQUIREMENT FOR APPROVAL OF NEW CHAPELS,  
1775-1777 

Year Chapels approved at 
Conference 

Chapels opened in same calendar year 

 

1775 

 

 

 

1776 

 

 

1777 

 

Oldham, Taunton, Halifax [3] 

 

 

 

London, Colne [2] 

 

Bath, Coleorton Moor, 
Macclesfield, Newcastle-
under-Lyme, Birmingham [5] 

Oldham, Halifax; plus Northwich, Tavistock, Burnop 
Field, Wigan, Leicester, Loughborough, Hardwick, 
Kingôs Lynn, Long Stratton, Northampton, Keynsham, 
Clones [14] 

 

Colne; plus Liskeard, Grindleford Bridge, Hilton Ferry, 
Dover, Griffydam, Tealby, Towcester, Buckland, 
Taunton, Lowestoft, Ballasalla [12] 

 

Bath, Newcastle-under-Lyme; plus Carlisle, Duffield, 
Cotherstone, Mount, Huntingdon, Ballafason, 
Castletown, Monaghan [10]  

 
Sources  

Chapel approvals - Works, Minutes, 448, 461, 472 
 
Chapel openings - Myles, 427-445  
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ANNEX 5D 

 
 
 

PEAKS IN WESLEYAN MEMBERSHIP GROWTH 1766-1800, AND  
CHAPEL OPENINGS 

Peak in annual membership growth Peaks in annual chapel openings 

1767-1769 1770-1772 

1779-1780 1780-1782 

1786-1789 1790-1792 

1795-1797 1803-1805 

Sources 

Membership as published in the Conference Minutes, various years 

Chapel openings as recorded in Myles, 427-445 
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ANNEX 5E 
 
 
 

REGIONAL DISTRIBUTION OF ENGLISH WESLEYAN MEMBERSHIP PER CHAPEL, 
1767-1790 

 
The following table shows the number of members per chapel in each English region in 1767 

and 1790, and the ratio between those two numbers; and the increase in membership in each 

region. It suggests for example that in the North West membership grew significantly, but - 

and perhaps in consequence - there was little improvement in the per capita availability of 

chapel accommodation. 

 
Region 

Members per chapel Membership growth 1767-1790 
1767 1790 Ratio Increase in numbers Ratio of 1790 to 1767 

membership 

1 East Midlands 

2 East of England 

3 Greater London 

4 North East 

5 North West 

6 South East 

7 South West 

8 West Midlands 

9 Yorkshire & 
Humberside 

England 

185 

162 

- 

296 

200 

116 

263 

151 

315 

 

277 

59 

58 

304 

94 

172 

38 

89 

128 

150 

 

112 

0.32 

0.36 

- 

0.32 

0.86 

0.33 

0.34 

0.85 

0.48 

 

0.40 

2,100 

1,300 

500 

700 

9,100 

1,000 

6,100 

2,800 

9,700 

 

33,304 

3.8 

3.0 

1.2 

1.3 

4.8 

3.1 

2.4 

4.1 

2.2 

 

2.5 

Sources       

As above  



45 
 

ANNEX 5F 
 

DISTRIBUTION OF ENGLISH POPULATION PER WESLEYAN METHODIST  
CHAPEL SEAT, 1781-1801 

 
This table estimates the size of the population in relation to the number of chapel seats in each 

English region in 1781 and 1801, and the ratio between those two numbers; and shows the 

increase in population in each region. It suggests for example that in the North West population 

grew especially rapidly, but - again perhaps in consequence - there was relatively little 

improvement in the availability of chapel accommodation for the general population. 

Population per Wesleyan Methodist chapel seat 

 
Region 1781 1801 Ratio Population growth (nos.) Population growth (ratio) 

1 East Midlands 

2 East of England 

3 Greater London 

4 North East 

5 North West 

6 South East 

7 South West 

8 West Midlands 

9 Yorkshire & Humberside 

England  

43 

102 

292 

24 

39 

88 

43 

98 

26 

52 

11 

38 

118 

15 

25 

36 

15 

33 

12 

21 

0.26 

0.37 

0.40 

0.61 

0.63 

0.41 

0.33 

0.34 

0.45 

0.41 

99,000 

109,000 

245,000 

40,000 

327,000 

214,000 

188,000 

134,000 

204,000 

1,560,000 

1.2 

1.1 

1.3 

1.1 

1.4 

1.3 

1.1 

1.2 

1.2 

1.2 

Sources 

Chapel data from Myles, 427-445; population data from Deane, P. and W. A. Cole. (1962), 

British Economic Growth, Table 24, 103: 1781 data are from series (b) 

Technical note 

It is assumed that there are 500 seats per chapel  
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ANNEX 5G 

 
 

DISTRIBUTION OF ENGLISH WESLEYAN CHAPELS CP. SIZE OF  
INVESTOR COMMUNITY 

Counties ranked by number of Government stockholders 

Stockholders/100,000 population 

1780-1793 

Chapels/100,000 population  

1781 

Chapels/100,000 population  

1801 

Top quartile of stockholder density 

209 1.95 4.81 

Second quartile 

46 2.66 7.63 

Third quartile 

23 3.42 10.68 

Bottom quartile 

13 7.18 16.73 

Source: 

Ward, J. R. (1974), Canal Building, 140-142. The data are extracted from the table at 141, and 

relate to the holders of Four Per Cent Consolidated Annuities for Twenty Eight Years, over the 

period 1780-1793 
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ANNEX 5H 

 
 
 

WESLEYAN METHODIST MOVEMENTôS DEBT CAPACITY, 1770-1800 

Year Membership Wealthier 
members 

Chapels Debt Wealthier 
members per 

chapel 

Debt per 
wealthy 
member 

1770 29,406 3,400 146 Ã7,000 23 Ã2 

1780 43,830 5,100 304 Ã20,000 17 Ã4 

1790 71,463 8,300 612 Ã100,000 13 Ã12 

1800 109,961 12,800 958 Ã240,000 13 Ã19 

Sources 

Membership: Conference Minutes, various years 

Wealthier members: author estimates, based on date in Field, C. D. (1994), óSocial 
compositionô, Table 3, 165 

Chapels: Myles, 427-445 

Debt: modelling by author  
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ANNEX 5I 
 

CONNEXIONAL GRANTS: KEY DATA 
(i) 

Grants to from the Yearly Collection to support chapel construction and acquisition,  
1766-1800 

1766-1769 

1770-1774 

1775-1779 

1780-1784 

1785-1789 

1790-1794 

1795-180030 

Ã8,100 

Ã8,200 

Ã1,000 

Ã250 

Ã250 

0 

Ã100 

Source 

Conference Minutes 

 
 (ii) 

Regional distribution of Connexional grants, 1766-1780 (England)31 

Region Grants as % 
cumulative total 

Chapels as % 1780 
total 

Membership as % 
1780 total 

East Midlands 

East of England 

Greater London 

North East 

North West 

South East 

South West 

West Midlands 

Yorkshire & 
Humberside 

6% 

9% 

8% 

5% 

14% 

5% 

13% 

9% 

33% 

8% 

6% 

2% 

9% 

14% 

7% 

22% 

6% 

26% 

5% 

4% 

8% 

9% 

8% 

3% 

18% 

2% 

43% 

Source 

As above 

                                                           
30 No grants were made in 1800 

31 99 per cent of the money given in grants had been given by 1780.  No breakdown for grants given in 1765 or 

1781-1790 is available 
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(iii) 

Most significant Connexional grants, 1766-1780 

Largest individual grants Greatest cumulative support 

Ireland 

Norwich 

Norwich 

Norwich 

London 

1769 

1771 

1772 

1773 

1770 

Ã300 

Ã240 

Ã200 

Ã180 

Ã170 

Norwich 

Edinburgh 

Ireland 

Bradford 

London 

1771-1776 

1766-1780 

1769-1772 

1766-1774 

1771-1778 

Ã820 

Ã610 

Ã520 

Ã450 

Ã420 

Source 

As above 
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ANNEX 5J 

CHAPEL COSTS MODEL 

The following model estimates the costs of the Wesleyan Methodist chapel construction 

programme from 1766.   

Column B cites data on chapel openings from Myles, 427-445 

Column C estimates debt on the basis that initially it was Ã120 per chapel, but that debt per 

chapel subsequently rose by an assumed 4 per cent annually 

Column E gives data on Connexional grants, from the Conference Minutes, various years 

Column F estimates the extent to which chapel debt was reduced through local fund-raising, 

following the 1769 decision that this should take priority over the Yearly Collection.32 The 

Conference Minutes imply that total debt fell in consequence in 1770-1771 by some Ã1,100;33 

the model assumes that thereafter - and starting from this initial level - the annual reductions 

increased with membership growth   

Column G shows the overall level of chapel debt at the end of each Connexional year arising 

from the modelling 

Column H shows the actual level of chapel debt at the end of each Connexional year where this 

was published in the Conference Minutes  

Column I shows the annual level of interest paid (the rate assumed to be 5 per cent), which is 

then capitalised 

                                                           
32 Works, Minutes, 375, Q.19 

33 Works, Minutes, 400-401 
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Columns J and L give data on membership and the number of chapels based on the Conference 

Minutes and Myles respectively; Column K shows average annual interest payments per 

member. 
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53 
 

  



54 
 



55 
 

ANNEX 6A 

 
ACCOUNTS REVIEWED 

Societies Coverage Repository details 
St. Just in Penwith, 
Cornwall 

1765-1796 Cornwall Record Office, X99/1, Accounts, Chapel Steward, 
St. Just in Penwith Wesleyan Chapel  

Colchester, Essex 1767-1799 Essex Record Office, C718, Colchester Methodist Society 
Account Book (1770-1776);1; C590, Colchester Methodist 
Society Book (1767-1782) and Account Book of Wesleyôs 
Octagonal Chapel, Colchester (1785-1799) (2 vols.) 

Glasgow34 1785-1787 National Archives of Scotland, CH/11/23/2, Preacherôs 
Account Book for the Glasgow Circuit  

Manor Alley, Hull, 
Yorkshire 

1770-1788 MARC, AN 1991/007, MA5979, Ref. DDX29, Financial 
accounts: (WM) Hull, Manor Alley Chapel 

Osmotherley, 
Yorkshire 

1750-1759 osmotherleymethodistchurch.org.uk, Osmotherley Methodist 
Societyôs Book Commencing 1750, accessed September 2014 

Otley, Yorkshire 1782-1799 Wesley College Library Collection, D1/5, Otley Methodist 
Society Account Book (photocopy) 

Rochester, Kent 1788-1800 Medway Archives and Local Studies Centre, 
NM5/2/Db/1/11, Accompt Book of the Society at the Rev. 
Mr. Wesleyôs Chapel at Rochester, commencing August 1788 

Todmorden, 
Yorkshire 

1748-1765 MARC, AN1977/487, Lamplough 658c: Early Preachersô 
Letters, vol. 2, 51 et seq. 

Yeadon, Yorkshire 1788-1801 West Yorkshire Archives Service, WYL1084/8/3, 
Acc.252817, Yeadon Preaching House Book 

Louth, Lincolnshire 1799-1817 Lincolnshire Archives, Meth/C/Louth, Centenary/G/2/1, 
Louth Society Stewardôs Account Book 

  

                                                           
34 The exact status of the Glasgow account book is uncertain, partly because no income is recorded. At the time 

Glasgow was part of the Edinburgh circuit, but in some respects apparently operated autonomously. Batty has 

suggested - in an annotation to the manuscript held at the National Archives of Scotland - that these are the 

accounts of the óGlasgow Circuit Town Stewardô, ie. of the Glasgow sub-circuit, and this seems right. The nature 

of the expenditure is however similar to that of a local society based at a chapel - thus Edinburgh remained 

responsible for paying quarterage - hence the inclusion of the accounts under the ósocietyô heading here    



56 
 

Circuits Coverage Repository details 
Manchester 1763-1799 Greater Manchester County Record Office with Manchester 

Archives, GB127.M60/2/3/1/1, MF 3075. Manchester 
Methodist Circuit Account Book (microfilm) 

Dales, Yorkshire 1766-1800 Durham County Archives, M/BC 1-2, Dales Circuit Book, (2 
vols.) 

Leeds 1768-1777 Wesley College Library Collection, D1/4, Leeds Circuit 
Stewardsô Account Book (photocopy) 

West Cornwall 1775-1794 Cornwall Record Office, MRT/17, Accounts, Circuit 
Stewards, Cornwall Western Circuit 

Horncastle, 
Lincolnshire 

1782-1798 Duke I, Vols. 12, Methodist Stewardôs Quarter Book, 
Horncastle Circuit, copied by Marmaduke Riggall - from the 
original - Nov. 29 1909 

Epworth, 
Lincolnshire 

1787-1800 Lincolnshire Archives, Meth B/Epworth, Epworth Circuit 
Stewardsô Book 

Barrow, Lincolnshire 1797-1798 Lincolnshire Archives, Meth B/Barton on Humber/14/1, 
Account Book for the Barrow Circuit 

 

Other key primary 
sources 

Coverage Repository details 

City Road, London 1784-1800 London Metropolitan Archives, N/M/041/083; New Chapel, 
City Road - Account Book 

London societiesô 
accounts 

1766-1803 MARC, AN1977/392, Financial accounts: (WM) London 
Society account book 

Rotherham circuit 
accounts 

1793 MARC, AN1977/487, Lamplough 658c, Early Preachersô 
Letters, vol. 2, Extracts from Rotherham Circuit Accounts for 
1793, 319  

Bedford circuit 
class book 

1761-1804 1Bedfordshire County Record Office, Bedford St. Paul's 
Methodist Circuit Class Book [published 1977] 

James Rogers 
accounts 

1784-1804 MARC, AN1977/294, James Rogers (WM) (1749-1807) 
Diary and Notebooks (1784-1804): Item 4, account book 

 

Secondary sources Details 
Societies: Bristol, Sheffield (1938). óWesley and the Bristol Society.ô PWHS XXI, 8 

(December 1938), 198-203; Seed, T. A. (1907). Norfolk 
Street Wesleyan Chapel, Sheffield. London, Jarrold and Sons. 

Circuits: Aberdeen, Bradford, 
Leicester 

Wilkinson, E. (2003). The story of early Methodism in 
Aberdeen. Aberdeen; Federer, C. A. (1901). óExtracts from 
the Stewards' Book of the Old Octagon Chapel, Bradford.ô 
PWHS III, 4 (1901), 99-104; Richardson, S. Y. (2006). 
óBright Hope: Methodism in Loughborough 1: The Pioneers.ô 
Heritage: The Journal of the East Midlands Branch of the 
Wesley Historical Society, VII, 3, 4-29 

Note 

Data for specific localities used elsewhere in this paper are taken from these sources, without 

further reference, unless otherwise indicated 
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ANNEX 6B 
 

EIGHTEENTH CENTURY WESLEYAN METHODIST SOCIETY ACCOUNTS: 
INCOME CATEGORIES 

Income category Detail How recorded in typical accounts 

1. Contributions 
from bands and 
classes 

óPenny a weekô contributed by 
society members 

Monthly or quarterly amounts; then 
leaderôs name, category of 
membership, or meeting place 

2. Collections Periodic collections amongst 
members or wider congregation 

Funds used by society recorded; 
collections for circuit sometimes 
noted; national collections (Yearly, 
Kingswood etc.) rarely feature here  

3. Ticket money óShilling a quarterô contributed by 
active members 

Usually not recorded here, but only 
in circuit accounts 

4. Fund-raising 
for poor 

Regular or occasional collections by 
bands and classes, ópoor boxesô, and 
collections during love-feasts 

Varied practice, but not usually 
recorded; poor relief typically 
managed separately from main 
society finances 

5. Book money Income from sales of Wesleyan 
publications 

Handled directly by preachers, led 
by circuit assistant, and not 
recorded here 

6. Chapel income Primarily pew rents - often called 
ógallery ticketsô or simply óseatsô 

Practice varies, but often managed 
separately by chapel trustees and 
not recorded here 

7. Other local 
income 

Can include loans, rents, school fees 
and other income, Connexional 
grants, gifts from ófriendsô, and 
contributions from the circuit or 
from neighbouring societies  

Presumably recorded when 
significant 

8. National 
collections 

Collections for Yearly Expenses, 
Kingswood School, etc. 

Sometimes recorded but in separate 
entry 

Source 

Author review of primary material 
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ANNEX 6C 

 
 
 
 
 

YEADON PREACHING-HOUSE BOOK: INCOME, 1788-1800 
Year Class 

money 
% total Seat 

money 
% total Quarterly 

Collection 
% total Gifts 

etc. 
% total Total 

1788  Ã10.78  30%  Ã19.63  55%  Ã5.07  14% 0 0  Ã  
35.47  

1790  Ã12.10  31%  Ã22.28  58%  Ã4.08  11% 0 0  Ã  
38.46  

1800  Ã16.08  25%  Ã36.53  57%  Ã5.50  9% Ã5.75 9%  Ã  
63.86  

Source 

West Yorkshire Archives Service, Yeadon Preaching House Book 
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ANNEX 6D 

 
 
 
 
 

INCOME FROM SPECIAL COLLECTIONS, BRITISH ISLES, SELECTED YEARS,  
1770-1800 

Year Yearly Collection Kingswood Collection Preachersô retirement 
scheme 

1770 Ã1,959 Ã218 Ã47 

1780 Ã629 Ã402 Ã87 

1790 Ã1,226 Ã907 Ã695 

1800 Ã2,17335 Ã1,580 Ã1,069 

Note 

All numbers to nearest Ã 

Source 

Conference Minutes  

                                                           
35 There was also an Extraordinary Collection which raised Ã1,164 
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ANNEX 6E 

 
 
 

COMPONENTS OF WESLEYAN METHODIST SOCIETY INCOME c.1790:  
SELECTED SOCIETIES 

Society Year Class 
contributions 

Seat 
rents 

Collections Gifts Other 

Aberdeen 1784 34% 18% 33% 0 15% 

St. Just 1785 99% 0 0 1% 0 

Colchester36 1786 58% 0 42% 0 0 

Manor Alley, Hull 1787 44% 30% 23% 0 3% 

Bristol37 1790 59% 14% 26% 0 1% 

London 1790 33% 22% 13% 6% 26% 

Otley 1790 65% 0 31% 0 4% 

Rochester 1790 32% 30% 14% 3% 21% 

Yeadon 1790 31% 58% 11% 0 0 

St. Just 1795 94% 2% 4% 0 0 

Sources 

Primary records, as above 

  

                                                           
36 Estimates based on sixteen surviving pages out of eighteen pages of accounts 

37 Annualised from data for first quarter; ticket money, Poor Fund and loan repayment excluded 
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ANNEX 6F 
 
 

YEADON PREACHING-HOUSE BOOK: EXPENDITURE 1788-1800 

Year 1788 1790 1800 

Board etc. Ã6.40 17% Ã7.80 24% Ã10.63 21% 

Travel costs Ã2.68 7% Ã2.75 8% Ã1.95 4% 

Local preachers 0 0 0 0 Ã1.93 4% 

Household bills Ã2.93 8% Ã2.80 9% Ã6.95 14% 

Building maintenance Ã7.40 20% Ã1.60 5% Ã1.68 3% 

Finance charges Ã8.50 23% Ã7.80 24% Ã5.83 11% 

Wages Ã0.43 1% 0 0 Ã0.03 0% 

Post etc. 0 0 0 0 Ã0.68 1% 

Circuit payments Ã9.00 24% Ã10.10 31% Ã21.15 42% 

Total Ã37.33 100% Ã32.85 100% Ã50.81 100% 

Source 

West Yorkshire Archives Service, Yeadon Preaching House Book 

 

ANNEX 6G 

 
YEADON PREACHING-HOUSE BOOK: CIRCUIT PAYMENTS 1788-1800 

Year Class 
money 

Estimated 
membership 

óshilling a 
quarterô38 

Quarterly 
Collections 

Circuit 
payments 

Shortfall 

 

1788 Ã10.78  50 Ã9.95  Ã5.07  Ã9.00 Ã3.93   

1790  12.10  56 Ã11.17  Ã4.08  Ã10.10 Ã6.02 

1800  16.08  74 Ã14.84  Ã5.50  Ã21.15 Ã15.65 

Source 

West Yorkshire Archives Service, Yeadon Preaching House Book 

                                                           
38 ie. the level of circuit payment one might expect the society to pay 
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ANNEX 6H 
 
 
 

COMPONENTS OF WESLEYAN METHODIST SOCIETY EXPENDITURE, c.1790:  
SELECTED SOCIETIES 

Society Year Preachers 
board 

Preachers 
travel 

Household 
bills 

Building 
maintenance 

Finance 
charges 

Wages Circuit 
payments 

Other 

Bristol39 1790 35% 31% 16% 0 0 10% 0 8% 

City Road, 
London 

1784-
1785 

29% 7% 30% 1% 2% 4% 0 27% 

Colchester 1786 51% 8% 3% 1% 0 9% 0 5% 

Glasgow40 1786 3% 16% 27% 4% 0 4% 0 46% 

Manor 
Alley, Hull 

1787 26% 17% 14% 8% 5% 8% 0 22% 

Otley 1790 36% 18% 5% 0 0 4% 36% 1% 

Rochester41 1788 23% 16% 35% 8% 0 13% 0 6% 

St. Just  1795 47% 5% 3% 0 2% 43% 0 

Yeadon 1790 24% 8% 9% 5% 24% 0 31% 0 

Sources 

Primary records, as above 

  

                                                           
39 Annualised from data for first quarter; poor fund and costs linked directly with John Wesley excluded 

40 As discussed above, strictly speaking Glasgow was a sub-circuit rather than a society 

41 Estimated from eight monthsô data 
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ANNEX 6I 
 

 
 

TICKET MONEY PAID BY WESLEYAN METHODIST SOCIETIES TO  
SELECTED CIRCUITS, c.1790 

Circuit (or Societies) Year Total 
payments 

Membership [Old] pence per 
capita 

Bristol (Society) 1790 (est.) Ã173.10 2,022 21d. 

Dales 1790 Ã102.48 989 25d. 

Epworth 1787-1788 Ã86.70 643 32d. 

Horncastle 1789-1790 Ã101.22 642 38d. 

London (Societies) 1790 Ã372.70 2,740 33d. 

London (City Road Chapel and 
satellites)42 

1792 Ã252.92 1,335 44d. 

Manchester 1790 Ã222.03 2,060 26d. 

Rotherham 1793 Ã61.68 463 28d. 

West Cornwall 1795 Ã200.80 1,917 25d. 

Source 

Primary records, as above 

Note 

Bristol and London societies included because they shared many characteristics of circuits 

 

  

                                                           
42 Annualised from one quarterôs data: see entry headed óNew Chapel Society and the Country Circuit, August 18 

1792ô, MARC, Book Room: (MW) Archives (1791-1932), Ms.640, Book Room Committee, Wesleyan Methodist 

Church, Minutes (1797-1932), vol. 1 
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ANNEX 6J 

 
 

THE óCIRCUIT TOWNô: SOME EXAMPLES 

Circuit Year Largest contributing 
society 

As % of total annual income 

Leeds 1769 Leeds 30% 

ñ  ñ 1776 ñ  ñ 22% 

Dales 1766 Barnard Castle 20% 

ñ  ñ 1790 ñ  ñ 13% 

Manchester 1769 Manchester 17% 

ñ  ñ 1790 ñ  ñ 42% 

West Cornwall 1776 Gwennap43 8.5% 

West Cornwall 1786 St. Agnes 13% 

West Cornwall 1795 Redruth 19% 

Rotherham44 1793 Rotherham 27% 

Source 

Primary records, as above 

 

 
  

                                                           
43 But Redruth was where the circuit stewards were based, and was the second largest contributor in both 1776 

and 1786 

44 Annualised from one quarterôs data 
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ANNEX 6K 
 

 
 

SOCIETY QUARTERLY PAYMENTS TO MANCHESTER CIRCUIT, 1790 

Society Quarterly payment 

Manchester Varied, Ã25 plus 

Rochdale 5 guineas 

Oldham First 6, then 7 guineas 

Middleton Varied, around Ã1.10s.0d. 

Delph 2 guineas 

Mossley 2 guineas 

Altrincham Ã5 

Davyhulme Varied, around Ã1.18s.0d. 

Worsley 1.5 guineas 

Failsworth 1 guinea 

Blockley 12s,0d. 

[illegible] 0.5 guineas 

Source 

Greater Manchester County Record Office with Manchester Archives, Manchester Methodist 
Circuit Account Book 
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 ANNEX 6L 

LEEDS CIRCUIT EXPENDITURE, 1769 
 
(i) 

Expenses payable 
óArticles of expence paid out of the quarterly collections. 

1. For the Travelling Preachersô  clothes - to each Ã3 per quarter. 
2. óô óô   óô  óô  travelling expences - to each 5s. per quarter. 
3. óô óô  óô  óô  expences to the Conference 
4. óô óô  óô  óô  horses, after labouring half a year in the Circuit. 
5. óô óô  óô  óô  maintenance of wives and children. 
6. óô óô  óô  óô  washing of linen. 
7. óô óô  óô  óô  carriage of letters and boxes. 
8. óô óô  óô  óô  shaving. 
9. óô óô  óô  óô  farriersô bills. 
10. óô óô  óô  óô  saddlersô bills. 
11. óô óô  óô  óô  apothecaryôs bills. 
12. óô óô  óô  óô  funerals. 
13. óô óô  horse hire and turnpikes for the local preachers. 
14. óô óô  printing of tickets and class papers. 
15. óô  óô dinner at the Quarterly Meetings, and whatever other expences related to the Circuit as 

belonging to the whole of it.ô 

 
(ii) 

ACTUAL EXPENDITURE BY LEEDS CIRCUIT, 1769 
referencing expenditure against the expense categories itemised by the stewards 

Category Quarterage % Families % Household % Travel % Other % Total 

Spend 
Ã24.00 26% Ã20.50 22% Ã10.38 11% Ã31.18 34% Ã5.60 6% Ã91.65 

Category 
1 5 6, 8, 11 2, 3, 4, 7, 9,  

10, 13 
12, 14, 15  

 
(iii) 

TRAVEL COSTS BORNE BY LEEDS CIRCUIT, SECOND QUARTER 1769 
Category Nature of payment Amount 

Itinerant preachersô travel allowances Two payments of five shillings Ã0.50 
Local preachersô horse hire and turnpikes Various payments to seven preachers Ã2.30 
Other travel costs for itinerant preachers Horse hire Ã0.30 
Farriersôbills One bill for shoeing Ã0.05 

Source 
Wesley College Library Collection, Leeds Circuit Stewardsô Account Book   
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ANNEX 6M 
 

COMPARISON OF EXPENDITURE, SELECTED CIRCUITS, c.1780 

Circuit Year Preachers 
and 

families 

As 
% 

Travel As 
% 

Total Membership Per capita 
spend   

Leeds 1776 Ã69 52% Ã37 28% Ã132 2,169 15d. 

Dales 1780 Ã64 76% Ã7 8% Ã86 832 25d. 

Epworth 1787-
1788 

Ã52 52% Ã10 10% Ã101 643 38d. 

Horncastle45 1783 Ã69 64% Ã11 10% Ã108 923 28d. 

Leicester 1780 Ã62 75% Ã13 15% Ã83 633 31d. 

Sources 

Primary and secondary sources, as above 

  

                                                           
45 Data as recorded in Duke I, Horncastle Circuit Stewardôs Account Book, although the circuit was formally only 

separated from Grimsby in 1786 
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ANNEX 6N 
 
 
 
 
 
 

THE YEARLY COLLECTION 1765-1800 
 

The following table gives data from the Conference Minutes on the amounts collected in the 
Yearly Collection from 1765, and on how the money was spent. 
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ANNEX 7A 
 

 
 
 
 

CASE STUDIES FROM THE BOWYER LEDGERS:  
PRODUCTION COSTS AS % COVER PRICE 

Work and edition Paper Printing Total production 

A Letter to the Reverend Conyers Middleton...., 174846 

Predestination Calmly Considered, 175247 

Sermons on Several Occasions, Vol. I, 175448 

Queries Humbly Proposed to the Right Reverend and 

Right Honourable Count Zinzendorf, 175549 

15% 

14% 

12% 

10% 

8% 

11% 

12% 

6% 

23% 

25% 

23% 

16% 

Source 

Maslen, K. I. D., and J. Lancaster (1991). (eds.). The Bowyer Ledgers : the printing accounts 

of William Bowyer father and son reproduced on microfiche with a checklist of Bowyer 

printing 1699-1777, a commentary, indexes and appendixes. London, Bibliographical Society, 

and New York (NY), Bibliographical Society of America. Ledgers B499, P831, P939 

  

                                                           
46 Baker Catalogue, #121 

47 Baker Catalogue, #155 

48 Baker Catalogue, #88 

49 Baker Catalogue, #169, though Baker made a tentative attribution of the 1755 London edition to Strahan 
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ANNEX 7B 
 

EXAMPLES OF IMPRINTS FROM BOOK ROOM PUBLICATIONS 

Work Imprint of first edition Possible implications of imprint 

1735: Advice to 

a Young 

Clergyman.... 
[Green/Baker 
#4] 

London: Printed for C. 

Rivington, at the Bible and 

Crown in St. Paul’s Church-

Yard, and sold by J. Roberts in 

Warwick-Lane 

Publication financed by 
Rivington.  Rivington and Roberts 
both acted as wholesalers and 
retailers.  Wesley highly 
dependent on commercial trade in 
1730s 

1744: An Extract 

of the Reverend 

Mr. John 

Wesley’s 

Journal.... 
[Green/Baker 
#53] 

London: Printed by W. Strahan; 

and sold by T. Trye, at Gray’s-

Inn-Gate, Holbourn; and at the 

Foundery, near Upper-Moor 

Fields 

Wesley now acting as his own 
publisher.  Some distribution still 
through a commercial wholesaler, 
but Foundery wholesale operation 
now established  

1754: An Answer 

to....the Revd. 

Dr. Gill.... 
[Green/Baker 
#167] 

London: Printed, and Sold at the 

Foundery, near Upper-

Moorfields; by T. Trye, near 

Gray’s Inn-Gate, Holbourn; by J. 

Robinson, in Ludgate-Street, and 

by T. James, under the Royal-

Exchange 

Wesley still author-publisher.  
Extensive use of commercial 
wholesalers, but Foundery may be 
primary distribution centre for this 
edition - mentioned first 

1765: A Short 

Greek Grammar 
[Green/Baker 
#233] 

London: Printed by W.B[owyer].  

And Sold at the Foundery, near 

Upper-Moorfields, and at the 

New-Room, in the Horse-Fair, 

Bristol 

Printed by William Bowyer, 
published by Wesley.  Distribution 
through Connexional wholesalers, 
retail may be partly commercial 

1778: A Serious 

Address to the 

People of 

England.... 
[Green/Baker 
#327] 

London: Printed by R. Hawes, 

and sold at the Foundery, in 

Moorfields; and at the Rev. Mr. 

Wesley’s Preaching-Houses in 

town and country 

Commercial printing, but 
published by Wesley.  Both 
wholesale and retail distribution of 
this edition Connexional - limited 
or no commercial involvement  

1786: A Short 

Account of....the 

Rev. John 

Fletcher 
[Green/Baker  
#389] 

London: Printed by J. Paramore, 

at the Foundry, Upper 

Moorfields; and sold at the New 

Chapel, City-Road, and at the 

Rev. Mr. Wesley’s Preaching-

Houses in Town and Country 

Now printed as well as published 
by Wesley.  Both wholesale and 
retail distribution of this edition 
Connexional - limited or no 
commercial involvement in any of 
production and distribution 
process 

Sources Green, R. (1906), Bibliography; Baker Catalogue 
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ANNEX 7C 

 
 
 
 

SOME PRINTING HOUSES USED FREQUENTLY BY JOHN WESLEY 

Printing house Location First editions 
printed 

Percentage of 
total 

Period used 

Farley family 

William Strahan 

William Pine 

Book Room press 

Bristol 

London 

Bristol 

London 

113 

94 

70 

47 

26% 

22% 

16% 

11% 

1739-1763 

1738-1784 

1761-1783 

1780-1791 

Total no. first editions  437   

Source 

Author estimates based on Green, R. (1906), Bibliography, and Baker Catalogue. First editions 

where identity of printer known; individual volumes of Christian Library and Wesleyôs Works 

counted separately  
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ANNEX 7D 
 

 
 
 
 
 

PRINTING OFFICE STAFFING, 1804 

Lomasôs entry Comment Wages 

óG.S.ô Presumably George Story Ã120 

óG.P.ô Presumably George Paramore Ã100 

óJohnô  Ã54.12s.0d. 

óMarlowô  Ã14.6s.0d. 

óA. Paramoreô George Paramoreôs wife? Ã13.18s.8d. 

óSaved by 
apprenticesô 

Unclear what this deduction means - possibly premiums 
paid by the apprenticesô parents? 

Ã64.3s.3d. 

Source 

MARC, Ms.691, Book Committee Minutes, financial data presented by Robert Lomas for 

discussion at the 30 April and 4 May 1804 meetings   



76 
 

ANNEX 7E 

BOOK ROOM NEWSPAPER ADVERTISING, 1735-1781 

Ref. 
[Baker] 

Work Advertisement Date Comments 

3 The Christianôs Patterné. Daily Journal 28 March 1735 óThis day is publishedé.ô Price 4s.6d. 
3 The Christianôs Patterné. Weekly Miscellany 12 April 1735 óThis day is publishedé.ô 
3 The Christianôs Patterné. London Evening Post 12-15 April 

1735 
óThis day is publishedé.ô 

3 The Christianôs Patterné. Country Journal or The 
Craftsman 

19 April 1735 óThis day is publishedé.ô 

3 The Christianôs Patterné. Weekly Miscellany 26 April 1735 óThis day is publishedé.ô 
3 The Christianôs Patterné. Country Journal or The 

Craftsman 
3 May 1735 óThis day is publishedé.ô 

3 The Christianôs Patterné. Weekly Miscellany 10 May 1735 óThis day is publishedé.ô 
3 The Christianôs Patterné. Weekly Miscellany 24 May 1735 óThis day is publishedé.ô 
3 The Christianôs Patterné. Weekly Miscellany 14 June 1735 óThis day is publishedé.ô 
3 The Christianôs Patterné. Daily Gazetteer 

(London Edition) 
3 July 1735 óThis day is publishedé.ô 

3 The Christianôs Patterné. General Evening Post 30 August-2 
September 1735 

óThis day is publishedé.ô 

3 The Christianôs Patterné. General Evening Post 9-11 September 
1735 

óThis day is publishedé.ô 

10 An Abstract of the Life and 
Death of the Reverend Learned 
and Pious Mr. Tho. Halyburton 

London Evening Post 22-24 February 
1739 

óThis day is publishedé.ô óPrinted for John 
Oswaldô 
óBound in plain Sheep Price 1s., or 10s. a dozen 
to those that give them awayô 

10 é. Halyburton Universal Spectator 
and Weekly Journal 

24 February 
1739 

óThis day is publishedé.ô 

10 é. Halyburton Universal Spectator 
and Weekly Journal 

3 March 1739 óThis day is publishedé.ô 

10 é. Halyburton Universal Spectator 
and Weekly Journal 

10 March 1739 óThis day is publishedé.ô 

10 é. Halyburton Universal Spectator 
and Weekly Journal 

17 March 1739 óThis day is publishedé.ô 

10 é. Halyburton London Daily Post and 
General Advertiser 

20 March 1739 óThis day is publishedé.ô 

14 Two Treatisesé. London Evening Post 18-20 December 
1739 

óThis day is publishedé.ô  
Price 1s. 

11 Free Grace: A Sermoné. London Evening Post 7-9 April 1741 óThis day is publishedé.ô  
Price 3d.  Probably 3rd. edition 

34 The Character of a Methodist  
London Evening Post 

 
31 July-3 
August 1742 

óThis day is publishedé.ô Printed for Thomas 
Trye, Thomas Harris, and at the Foundery 
Price 2d. 

40A A Sermon Preachedé.by the 
Reverend Henry Piers 

óBy whom [ie. the Foundery] will shortly be 
publishedé.ô 

47 An Earnest Appealé. Daily Advertiser 9 July 1743 óThis day is publishedé.ô Price 6d.  2nd. 
edition.  Includes booklist of 32 works by 
Wesley brothers 

58 A Collection of Moral and 
Sacred Poems (1744) 

Daily Advertiser 4 August 1743 óThis day are published proposals for printing 
by subscriptionô 3 volumes at 7s.6d. each.  Also 
includes booklist 

58 A Collection of Moral and 
Sacred Poems (1744) 

Daily Advertiser 6 August 1743 óThis day are published proposalsé.ô  Identical 
wording 

55 Scriptural Christianity: A 
Sermoné. 

Daily Advertiser 3 October 1744 óThis day is publishedé.ô Price 3d.   

63 A Farther Appeal to Men of 
Reason and Religion 

Daily Advertiser 14 January 1745 óThis day is publishedé.ô Price 9d., Green 
says 1s. bound 

65 An Answer to the Reverend Mr. 
Churchôs Remarksé. 

Daily Advertiser 19 February 
1745 

óThis day is publishedé.ô  
Price 4d. 

63 A Farther Appeal to Men of 
Reason and Religion 

General Advertiser 13 January 1746 óThis day is publishedé.ô  
Price 1s. 

107 Sermons on Several Occasions, 
Vol. II 

Whitehall Evening Post 
or London Intelligencer 

9-12 January 
1748 

óThis day is publishedé.ô 

107 Sermons on Several Occasions, 
Vol. II 

Whitehall Evening Post 
or London Intelligencer 

16-19 January 
1748 

óThis day is publishedé.ô 

138 Hymns and Sacred Poems by 
Charles Wesley, two volumes 

London Gazetteer 17 January 1749 óThis day is published.éproposals for printing 
by subscriptioné.ô 5s. for two volumes 

140 A Letter to the Author of the 
Enthusiasm of Methodists and 
Papists Comparôd 

General Advertiser 23 March 1749 óThis day is publishedé.ô 
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143 A Letter to the Revd. Mr. 
Bailyé. 

London Evening Post 31 July-2 
August 1750 

óThis day is publishedé.ô Price. 3d. 

152  A Second Letter to the Author 
of the Enthusiasm of 
Methodists and Papists 
Comparôd (1751) 

London Evening Post 11-14 January 
1752 

óThis day is publishedé.ô Price. 6d. 

172 Explanatory Notes upon the 
New Testament (1755) 

Daily Advertiser 28 June 1754 óThis day are published proposals for printing 
by subscriptioné.ô Price 12s. óin quiresô 

185 The Great Assize: A Sermoné. Public Advertiser 17 March 1758 óThis day is publishedé.ô 
227 An Answer to all that is 

Material in Letters Just 
Published, under the Name of 
the Reverend Mr. Hervey  

Gazetteer and New 
Daily Advertiser 

8 February 1765 óThis day is publishedé.ô  Price 4d.  Also 
mentions 225 and 229.  Herveyôs tract had 
been extensively advertised 

234 Explanatory Notes upon the Old 
Testament 

Lloydôs Evening Post 3-5 June 1765 óOn Thursday, the 1st. of August, will be 
published, price 6d., Number 1. ofé.ô 
Explains subscription conditions 

234 Explanatory Notes upon the Old 
Testament 

Lloydôs Evening Post 5-7 June 1765 Identical advertisement 

234 Explanatory Notes upon the Old 
Testament 

Lloydôs Evening Post 24-26 June 1765 Identical advertisement 

234 Explanatory Notes upon the Old 
Testament 

Gazetteer and New 
Daily Advertiser 

28 June 1765 Identical advertisement 

234 Explanatory Notes upon the Old 
Testament 

Gazetteer and New 
Daily Advertiser 

12 July 1765 Identical advertisement 

234 Explanatory Notes upon the Old 
Testament 

Gazetteer and New 
Daily Advertiser 

30 July 1765 Same advertisement, but publication now 
óThursday nextô 

234 Explanatory Notes upon the Old 
Testament 

Public Ledger 30 July 1765 Same advertisement, but gives publication 
date  

234 Explanatory Notes upon the Old 
Testament 

Gazetteer and New 
Daily Advertiser 

31 July 1765 Same advertisement, but publication now 
ótomorrowô 

234 Explanatory Notes upon the Old 
Testament 

Public Ledger 31 July 1765 Identical advertisement 

234 Explanatory Notes upon the Old 
Testament 

Public Ledger 1 August 1765 óThis day is publishedé.ô 

234 Explanatory Notes upon the Old 
Testament 

Gazetteer and New 
Daily Advertiser 

20 September 
1765 

óThis day is published, price 6d., No. VIIIé.ô 

266 A Sermon on the Death of the 
Rev. Mr. George Whitefield 

Public Advertiser 9 January 1771 óThis day is published, price 6d.,é.ô 

278 An Elegy on the Late Reverend 
George Whitefield, M.Aé 

Gazetteer and New 
Daily Advertiser 

17 January 1771 óThis day is published, price 6d.,é.ô  Work by 
Charles 

287 Some Remarks on Mr. Hillôs 
Farrago Double-Distilled 

Public Advertiser 28 July 1773 óThis day is published (Price Fourpence)ô   

287 Some Remarks on Mr. Hillôs 
Farrago Double-Distilled 

Daily Advertiser 6 August 1773 óThis day are published, price 4dé..ô 

310 Some Observations on 
Libertyé. 

Lloydôs Evening Post 19-22 July 1776 óLately is published,é Price 3d.ô 

316 
 

318 

A Calm Address to the 
Inhabitants of England 
An Extract of the Rev. Mr. John 
Wesleyôs Journalé. 

Morning Chronicle and 
London Advertiser 

28 February 
1777 

óOn Monday next will be published, price 
2d.,é.ô 
óThe same day will be publishedé.ô 
 

333 Arminian Magazine Gazetteer and New 
Daily Advertiser 

25 December 
1777 

óProposals for printing by subscription, The 
Arminian Magazineé.ô Terms given. Also 
mention of two other works by Wesley and 
one by Fletcher 

333 Arminian Magazine Morning Chronicle and 
London Advertiser 

25 December 
1777 

óProposals for printing by subscription, The 
Arminian Magazineé.ô Terms given. Also 
mention of two other works by Wesley and 
one by Fletcher 

325 A Survey of the Wisdom of 
God in the Creationé. 

Daily Advertiser 30 January 1778 óThis day is published, in five Vols, Price 
15sé..ô  Also mentions 2nd. number of 
Arminian Magazine 

325 A Survey of the Wisdom of 
God in the Creationé. 

Morning Chronicle and 
London Advertiser 

30 January 1778 Almost identical advertisement 

351 The History of Henry, Earl of 
Moreland 

Morning Chronicle and 
London Advertiser 

10 March 1781 óThis day is publishedé.ô 2 vols., Price 6s. 
Sold at New Chapel and by following 
booksellers: Bowen, Bucklands, Ken, and 
Thackwray; and Wesleyôs chapels. Above 
places also sold following ópoliticalô 
pamphlets - Baker #s.340 (4d.), 341 (6d.), 353 
(8d.), and 353 (2d.)  

Source: British Newspapers 1600-1950 online database, accessed June 2011 and December 2014 
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ANNEX 7F 

PRINT RUNS OF WESLEYAN PUBLICATIONS 

(i) 
Print runs of Book Room publications printed by William Strahan, 1739-1764 

    Date published Average no. copies printed by Strahan Total number 

1739-1744 

1745-1749 

1750-1754 

1755-1759 

1760-1764 

1,858 

2,010 

1,625 

2,050 

2,500 

53 

50 

4 

10 

8 

Source 

British Library, Strahan Ledgers 

(ii) 
Examples of Book Room publications printed by William Bowyer 

When 
printed 

Work Print 
run 

No. 
pages 

1748 A Letter to the Reverend Doctor Conyers Middleton....50 1,000 236 

1752 Predestination Calmly Considered 1,500 84 

1754 Sermons on Several Occasions Vol. I 1,000 264 

1754-1755 Explanatory Notes on the New Testament 2,000 774 

1755 Queries Humbly Proposed to .... Count Zinzendorf 1.500 32 

1772 An Extract of the Christian’s Pattern [à Kempis] 2,000 318 

Source 

Maslen, K. I. D. and J. Lancaster (1991) (eds.), Bowyer Ledgers, B499, P831, P939 

 

                                                           
50 The works cited are: Baker Catalogue, #171, , #155, #88, #172, #169,#26 (1772 edition recorded as óno printerô) 
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ANNEX 7G 

 
 

BEST-SELLING BOOK ROOM PUBLICATIONS 
 

Various estimates of the top five publications produced by Wesley, as measured by the numbers 

of editions and copies produced, are as follows. Unsurprisingly, production (and thus 

presumably sales) tended to be highest for the works published earlier, so estimates of annual 

sales of the best-selling publications are also given (on the simplifying assumption that all 

copies produced were sold), though this approach tends to favour later publications since 

membership by then was usually higher:  

 

(i) Top five publications by number of editions 

Rank Catalogue 
# 

Title Date Length 
(pages) 

Price 
(pence) 

Number 
of 
editions 

1 33 óAwake, thou that sleepestô: 
Sermon by Charles Wesley 

1742 16 2d. 52 

2 84 Hymns for the Nativity of Our Lord 1744 24 2d. 36 

3 43 The Nature, Design and General 
Rules of the United Societiesé. 

1743 12 1d. 35 

4 165 Hymns and Spiritual Songs, 
Intended for the Use of Real 
Christians of All Denominations 

1753 136 12d. 29 

5 101 Primitive Physick 1747 120 10d. 28 
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(ii) Top five publications by estimated total sales 

Rank Catalogue 
# 

Title Date Length 
(pages) 

Price 
(pence) 

Total 
sales 

1 33 óAwake, thou that sleepestô: 
sermon by Charles Wesley 

1742 16 2d. 78,000 

2 165 Hymns and Spiritual Songs, 
Intended for the Use of Real 
Christians of All Denominations 

1753 136 12d. 58,000 

4= 17 The Nature and Design of 
Christianity 

1740 20 2d. 54,000 

4= 84 Hymns for the Nativity of Our Lord 1744 24 2d. 54,000 

5 43 The Nature, Design and General 
Rules of the United Societiesé. 

1743 12 1d. 52,500 

 

(iii) Top five publications by average size of annual sales to 1800 

Rank Catalogue 
# 

Title Date Length 
(pages) 

Price 
(pence) 

Average 
annual 
sales 

1 396 Pocket Hymn Book, for the Use of 
Christians of All Denominations 

1787 250 12d. 2,900 

2 348 Collection of Hymns, for the Use of 
the People called Methodists 

1780 520 36d. 1,900 

3 305 A Calm Address to our American 
Colonies 

1775 24 2d. 1,400 

4 33 óAwake, thou that sleepestô: 
Sermon by Charles Wesley 

1742 16 2d. 1,400 

5 201 Reasons Against a Separation from 
the Church of England51 

1760 24 2d. 1,300 

Sources 

Baker Catalogue, and modelling by author 

                                                           
51 This workôs estimated position amongst the best-sellers is driven by the size of its first print run, which was 

10,000 copies. It is however possible that subsequent editions were smaller 
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ANNEX 8A 

BOOK ROOM INVENTORIES 1772-1791 
 

On the death of the then London Book Steward Samuel Franks in February 1773, Wesley asked 

Thomas Ball and Alexander Mather to take an inventory of Book Room stock. Ball replied 

with a valuation in September of that year.52 The next known inventory was produced by 

Franksôs successor as Steward, John Atlay, in 1782;53 he prepared another in 1786;54 and a 

third in 1788, which at Wesleyôs request was retaken after Atlayôs departure by two booksellers 

(John Parsons and Thomas Scollick) in October 1788.55 In late 1790, after the Bristol 

Conference, another summary inventory was prepared by or for the London-based preachers 

James Creighton, Thomas Rankin and James Rogers.56 Then in April 1791 a detailed inventory 

was taken on Wesleyôs death.57  

The valuation methods used were not consistent, as was often the case in the eighteenth century, 

when the concept of profit was not well developed, and as a result, as Chatfield notes: 

é.several valuation bases were often used for different assets of the same firm, or even 
for the same asset at different times.58 

                                                           
52 Tyerman, L. (1870-1871), Vol. 3, 154-156; Works, Journal V: 384, and f.n.69. Note that the letter should be 

dated 27 February 1773, not 1772 - Works, Minutes, Introduction, 58, f.n.209 

53 MARC, AN1977/203, Miscellaneous Wesley, Box 1: John Atlay: (WM) (1736-1805) London Society account 

(1782) 

54 Duke I, John Wesley Sub-series, Box WF1: Mr. Wesleyôs Account for the Year 1786 

55 See AM XIII (1790), 328 

56 On a single sheet of paper headed simply ó1790ô in a City Road chapel receipt book. MARC, AN1977/204, 

Financial accounts: (WM) London City Road Chapel (1777-1783). These preachersô stations are recorded at 

Works, Minutes, 713 

57 Baker, F. (1984), John Wesley; a transcript of the inventory is in Tolar Burton, V. (2008), Spiritual Literacy, 

315-339; a photocopy made by Baker is at Duke II, Box 118 

58  Chatfield, M., 1977, Accounting Thought, 60 
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Modern accounting practice is to value inventory at the lower of cost, which is the total cost 

incurred in bringing the product into inventory - in this case primarily paper, printing, binding 

and transport costs; and net realisable value, which is the estimated selling price less the 

estimated further costs necessary to complete the sale. Historical research on accounting 

methods has concentrated on industrial enterprises, but suggests that eighteenth century 

inventories were typically valued at cost, though account was taken of market value where 

appropriate. Thus Precept VIII of Dodsonôs 1750 book-keeping manual includes this rule:  

34. Hence, althoô the Goods be not actually sold, yet if their Value or Market-Price be 
encreased, or diminished; Stock is likewise affected thereby.59 

The 1772 and 1773 inventories and Atlayôs 1788 inventory seem to have been based on the 

cover prices of publications in stock; the 1791 inventory, in which Parsons was again involved, 

appears to use ónet realisable valueô; other inventories may simply have been valued at cost, 

and some were clearly estimates rather than physical stock-takes. Book Room cover prices 

were remarkably stable over the 1750-1792 period, suggesting that movements in inventory 

valuations represented changes in the actual stocks of books held.  

                                                           
59 Dodson, J. (1750). The Accountant, or, the method of book-keeping, deduced from clear principles, and 

illustrated by a variety of examples. London, J. Nourse., v. For brief background on the issue see Fleischman, R. 

K. and L. D. Parker (1997). What is Past is Prologue. Cost accounting in the British Industrial Revolution, 1760-

1850. New York, NY, and London, Garland Publishing, 45; and Garner, S. P. (1954). Evolution of Cost 

Accounting. Montgomery, AB, University of Alabama Press, 308-309. Wesleyan Book Room inventory valuation 

methods were standardised in the early nineteenth century and published, as part of a general work on Connexional 

polity, in 1827, based on Book Room practice as agreed in 1806. The key provision reads: óThe entry of the Stock 

upon all saleable articles shall be made at the cost priceé.and those articles which cannot properly be considered 

as saleable, shall be entered at a lower rate.ô Warren, S. (1827). Chronicles of Wesleyan Methodism. London, 

John Stephens, 384   

 



83 
 

It is however not possible to estimate sales revenue or profits directly from these data, even if 

we assume that they are accurate. The level of inventory held is always a balance between the 

need to retain sufficient stock for immediate sale, and the costs of holding it. 

Date Taken by.... Valuation recorded Methodology Est. value  
(at cost) 

1772 Thomas Ball and 
Alexander 
Mather 

Ã8,833 not known; probably cover 
price 

Ã2,944 
(est.) 

1773 Thomas Ball and 
Alexander 
Mather 

Ã3,754 (London); 
Ã4,253 (Bristol); 
Ã2,716 (ócountryô); 
Total: Ã10,929 

ógross valueô ie. (probably) 
cover price 

Ã3,633 
(est.) 

1782 John Atlay Ã3,048.(London);  
Ã2,530 (ócountry 
placesô) Total: Ã5,579 

not known; possibly cost 
price or net realisable value 

Ã5,579 

1786 John Atlay Ã2,500 (London); 
Ã1,967 (ócountry 
placesô) Total: Ã4,447 

not known; possibly cost 
price or net realisable 
value; London figure looks 
as if estimated, suggesting 
cover prices not used 

Ã4,447 

1788 
(i) 

John Atlay Ã13,752 cover price (óaccording to 
the prices fixed in the 
Catalogueô) 

Ã4,584 
(est.) 

1788 
(ii) 

John Parsons and 
Thomas Scollick 

Ã4,828 probably net realisable 
value 

Ã4,828 

1790 Prepared by or for 
James Creighton, 
Thomas Rankin, 
and James Rogers 

Ã3,500 (London); 
Ã1,883 (ócountry stock 
at Conferenceô) Total: 
Ã5,383 

not known; possibly cost 
price or net realisable 
value; London figure looks 
as if estimated, suggesting 
cover prices not used 

Ã5,383 

1791 John Parsons and 
James Barker 

Ã3,931 (London); Ã746 
(ócountryô) Total: 
Ã4,677 

net realisable value (óon 
consideration of the stock 
and trade being carried on 
in the usual chanelô) [sic] 

Ã4,677 

Sources 

See earlier footnotes 
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Technical notes 

Numbers to nearest Ã; in the final column an attempt is made to provide a series of valuations 

on a consistent cost basis. Where the original valuation seems to be on a cost basis, those figures 

are used; otherwise, the valuation at cost is estimated at one third of total cover prices  
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ANNEX 8B 
 

 
 

BOOK ROOM RECEIPTS, COSTS AND PROFITS, 1782, 1786 and 1790 

 1782 1786 1790 

Cash receipts Ã1,982 Ã2,516 Ã3,424 

Costs Ã1,225 Ã1,744 - 

Gross profits Ã757 Ã772 - 

Net profits (after Ã100 payment to 
Charles Wesley) 

Ã657 Ã672 - 

Rate of gross profit 38% 31% - 

Profits distributed to John Wesley Ã697 Ã773 - 

Note  All numbers to nearest Ã 

Sources 

1782: MARC, London Society Account 1782 

1786: Duke I, Mr. Wesleyôs Account for the year 1786   

1790: MARC, City Road Chapel Financial Account Book 
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ANNEX 8C 
 

BOOK ROOM SALES AND PROFITS MODEL 
 

Introduction 

This model has been used to estimate Book Room sales and profits from the 1730s to 1800. 

The full model extends over thirty pages when printed, and covers approaching five hundred 

different publications, often published in multiple editions - the model estimates total Book 

Room sales in this period at over 4 million. The construction and key assumptions of the model 

are explained below, and an extract from the model follows. 

Construction of the model 

The key data sources for the model were the Baker Catalogue; the Green, R. (1906) 

Bibliography; and the ESTC. 

For each title published in John Wesleyôs lifetime, the following data were entered: 

Column F - Date of first publication: usually taken from the Baker Catalogue; for 
publications after Wesleyôs death, the ESTC has been used 
 
Column G - Length in pages: sources as above. Where a title is known to have been 
published in different and variant editions, an attempt has been made to generate an 
average print length across these editions   
 
Column H - Print run: where data are available from the above or from primary sources, 
such as the British Libraryôs Strahan Ledgers, these are used; otherwise a default value 
of 2,000 copies was entered in the model  
 
Column I - Price: again, known values were entered where possible, otherwise cover 
price was estimated from page length 
 

Column J - Number of known editions published in English and in the British Isles, up 
to and including 1803 

For each title sales estimates were then generated on the assumption that all produced were 

sold (but see below on wastage). The model includes a total sales estimate for each title 

[Column K] and annual sales estimates for 1740, 1750, 1760, 1770, 1780, 1790, and 1800 

[Columns L-R]. These are author estimates based on the elapsed time between successive 
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editions, the key assumption being that a new edition was commissioned when stocks of the 

current one were nearly exhausted. 

The next component of the model estimates sales revenue for each title, both in total and for 

these selected years [Columns S-Y]. The estimates are simply the products of estimated sales 

and the cover price. 

Finally, the model estimates profits for each title [Columns Z-AG]. These estimates incorporate 

the assumption that as the Book Room internalised more and more of its operations, its rate of 

profit grew, from an initial 20 per cent of sales revenue in the 1740s to twice that by 1800 ï 

the profit assumptions are at line 528.  

Aggregate sales, sales revenue and profit data are reduced by 9 per cent to account for wastage. 

The 1791 Book Room inventory included an estimate that 9 per cent of stock was unsaleable.    

One problem is that the two bibliographies used (Baker and Green) concentrate on Book Room 

titles published during John Wesleyôs lifetime. For those published between his 1791 death and 

1800, four alternative assumptions were examined:  

i. that sales, sales revenue and profits continued to increase at the rate they had in the 
1780s 

ii. that they rose in line with the growth in Wesleyan Methodist membership 

iii. that the ESTC records all relevant publications 

iv. that Book Room sales grew in line with the increase in the overall number of religion 
and philosophy titles published annually, as reported in Mokyr, J., (2009), Enlightened 
Economy, Table 3.1, 47  

 
In practice the second and fourth methodologies yielded similar results, and an amalgam has 

been used in the final model. 

Two sub-models were used to generate estimates for Wesleyôs Complete Works (lines 548-

552) and for the Arminian Magazine (lines 554-566). 
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The following extract from the model includes data from only four titles but shows the full 

range of assumptions used and estimates generated. 
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ANNEX 8D 
 

 
 

THE ARMINIAN MAGAZINE 

 
(i) 

Costs and profitability in 180460 
All sums in [old] pence, for 100 copies selling at 6d. 

Point of 
calculation 

Unit 
cost 

Total 
production 

cost 

Other costs Net revenue  Profit 

At the printing 
office 

3.5 350 - - - 

At the London 
Book Room 

4.0 400 25 per cent discount 
offered to commercial 
booksellers; plus one 
copy in 25 gratis 

426 26 [4.3%] 

In the 
provinces 

5.0 500 10 per cent preachersô 
commission 

540 40 [6.7%] 

Source 

Calculated from MARC, Ms.691, Book Committee Minutes, financial data presented by Lomas 

for discussion at the 30 April and 4 May 1804 meetings 

  

                                                           
60 Lomasôs calculations included allowances for losses on incomplete sets, numbers unsold, and copies sold at 

reduced prices, for example because they were damaged  
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(ii) 
Estimated sales  

Year Primary source Comment Resulting 
estimate of 
national 
sales 

1784 Preacher George Story 
recorded sales of 19 
magazines in Sarum circuit 

Circuit had 385 members, a 
subscription rate of 5 per cent 

 
2,400 

1791 Book Room inventory taken 
on Wesleyôs death includes 
14,523 copies of óMagazinesô, 
valued at Ã121.0s.0d.; 308 
described as óBd. Do.ô (ie. 
óbound, dittoô) valued at 
Ã2.11s.4d.; and 14,000 óMay 
& June Magazinesô valued at 
Ã116.13s.4d. 

The valuation was dated 27 April, 
suggesting that the stock of May and 
June magazines represented full print 
runs of 7,000 each, awaiting 
distribution Each copy was valued at 
2d., ie. one third of the cover price, as 
were the 14,523 other magazines, 
which were presumably copies of 
various previous editions, and the 
other 308 bound volumes: such 
valuations were in line with those 
adopted for other works in stock 

 
 
 

7,000 

1792 In a circular of December 
1792, as editor of the 
magazine in succession to 
Wesley, Story estimated its 
readership at 40,000 

The sales multiple which he used is 
unknown, but he might plausibly have 
been assuming five readers per copy 

 
 

8,000 

1794 118 subscribers were recorded 
in Rotherham 

Circuit had a membership of 572, a 
subscription rate of some 21 per cent 

15,000 

1800 107 subscribers were recorded 
in Barnard Castle 

Circuit had a membership of 361, a 
subscription rate of some 30 per cent 

33,000 

1804 Robert Lomas reviewed 
economics of magazine 
production for Book 
Committee, recording print 
run as 21,500 

  
21,500 

Sources 

1784: Undated entry - but immediately before records of 28 September 1784 Quarterly Meeting 

- in notebook no.6, labelled óSarum. From August 19th., 1783 to August 19th., 1785ô. Duke I, 

George Story Papers, George Story Manuscript Notebooks. Membership data from Works, 

Minutes I, 559, 561 

1791: The inventory, as noted previously, was reproduced in Tolar Burton, V. (2008), Spiritual 

Literacy, Appendix B, 315-339. The original is at MARC 
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1792: Circular dated 10 December 1792. Duke II, Box 119, Folder 2. In this circular, Story set 

out his plans for the magazine, including expanding its content by a third 

1794: MARC, AN1977/487, Early Preachersô Letters, óA statistical view of the several 

Societies in the Rotherham Circuit in 1794,ô 324. Membership data from Minutes I, 728 

1800: Entry for 1800, Durham County Archives, Dales Circuit Book, vol. 2  

1804: MARC, Book Committee Minutes, Ms.691, financial data presented by Lomas for 
discussion at the 30 April and 4 May 1804 meetings 
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ANNEX 8E 

BOOK ROOM PROFITS 1791-1803 

óAbstractô 

1791  1337.13.8 

1792  1157.12.11 

1793  1525.17.0 

1794  172.10.0 

1795  2317.0.3 

1796  2157.12.1 

1797  1328.13.3 

1798  1726.5.1 

1799  2052.13.11 

1800  1854.12.6 

1801  1615.13.6İ 

1802  1593.3.11 

1803  1691.8.11 

ó13 yearsô  20,530.17.0İ 

óAverage of 1 Yearô  Ã1579.5.11 

 óGiven to Irelandô  

 óBalance 1801ô 1799.10.3İ 

 óStock 1801ô 1986.3.0 

 óMagazines to close the yearô 104.0.0 

 ó13 Yrs.ô 3889.13.3İ 

 óAverage of 1 Yearô 299.4.1 

óTotal Average of 1 Yearô  Ã1,878.10.0 

Source 

MARC, Book Committee Minutes, Ms.691, óAbstractô 
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ANNEX 8F 

 

 

1791 BOOK ROOM INVENTORY: ANALYSIS 

 

The inventory records ótown stockô - books held at the London store - at Ã3,390.12s.5d.; and 

ócountry stockô, held at various stores throughout the British Isles and overseas, at 

Ã1,195.19s.0d. 

After the latter total the inventory takers commented: óDeduct for damaged and unsaleable 

books &c. Ã450ô, which looks like an estimate of wastage; and they then cited a net total for 

country stock of Ã745.19s.0d. 

Assuming that there was zero wastage of the (presumably better-managed) town stock, overall 

wastage was some 9 per cent. 

Source 

Duke II, Box 118, 1791 Book Room Inventory 
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ANNEX 8G 

BOOK ROOM SALES ESTIMATES 

(i) 
Estimated Book Room sales and Wesleyan Methodist membership, 1740-1800  

 1740 1750 1760 1770 1780 1790 1800 

Units sold 

Revenue 

Membership 

Sales per capita 

Revenue per capita  

29,000 

Ã870 

n/a 

- 

- 

106,000 

Ã1,790 

14,000 

7.6 

2s.7d. 

66,000 

Ã1,600 

17,000 

3.9 

1s.11d. 

59,000 

Ã1,440 

29,406 

2.0 

1s.0d. 

144,000 

Ã3,240 

43,830 

3.3 

1s.6d. 

161,000 

Ã4,580 

71,463 

2.3 

1s.3d. 

244,000 

Ã6,960 

109,961 

2.2 

1s.3d. 

Sources 

Membership from 1770 from Conference Minutes; otherwise modelling by author 

 
(ii) 

Estimated Dublin Book Room sales, 1784-1786 

Year Average   
commission 

Average sales Average  
membership 

Annual per capita 
sales 

1784-1786 Ã4.10s.0d. Ã45 727 1s.3d. 

Sources 

MARC, Rogers Account Book, entry for Dublin 1784-1786; membership for Dublin circuit 

from Works, Minutes, 560, 580, 609 
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(iii) 

Estimated Book Room sales, selected circuits, 1795-1796 

Circuit Commission 
recorded 

Implied 
revenue 

Membership Per capita revenue 
(old Ã.s.d.) 

1795 1796 average 

Alnwick £5.03 Ã50.25 320 280 300 3s.8d. 

Glasgow £1.24 Ã12.42 151 189 [incl. 
Ayr] 

170 1s.6d. 

Newcastle £6.73 Ã67.33 800 860 830 1s.7d. 

Sunderland £7.75 Ã77.50 1,028 980 1,004 1s.7d. 

Hexham £5.08 Ã50.83 789 660 725 1s.5d. 

Barnard 

Castle 

£3.58 Ã35.83 560 452 506 1s.5d. 

Bradford £4.63 Ã46.32 1,430 1,460 1,445 0s.8d. 

Birstal £2.42 Ã24.21 1,400 1,220 1,310 0s.4d. 

Huddersfield £8.58 Ã85.75 1,286 1,600 1,443 1s.2d. 

Wakefield £9.58 Ã95.75 1,080 1,500 1,290 1s.6d. 

Leeds £8.26 Ã82.58 3,450 2,640 3,045 0s.7d. 

Total/average Av. Ã5.81 Tot. Ã628.47 - - 12,068 1s.0d. 

Source 

Duke II, Box 119, Folder 2. Pawsonôs circular is undated, but was probably issued in 1796 or 

1797; it refers to Kilham as being in stationed at Alnwick ólast yearô, as he was in 1795-1796. 

Membership data are from Minutes I, 326, 355 

Note on methodology 

Revenues estimated on the basis that preachers received 10 per cent in sales commission 
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(iv) 
Estimated sales commission earned by assistants, 1770-1800 

 1770 1780 1790 1800 

Estimated Book Room sales revenue Ã 1,450 Ã 3,240 Ã 4,580 Ã 6,960 

Total commission Ã145 Ã324 Ã458 Ã696 

Number of circuits 49 64 108 161 

Commission per assistant Ã2.96 Ã5.06 Ã4.24 Ã4.32 

Sources 

Modelling by author; number of circuits as reported in Conference Minutes 

Note 

It is assumed that all commission was paid to the assistant of the circuit 
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ANNEX 8H 

THE BOOK ROOM AND THE WIDER MARKET: SELECTED DATA 

(i) 
New titles published by Book Room, 1733-1791 

Period 1730s 1740s 1750s 1760s 1770s 1780s 1790-1791 

New titles 17 139 78 64 85 78 12 

% total 4% 29% 16% 14% 18% 16% 3% 

Peak years 
(output) 

1735 & 
1738 (3) 

1745 (22) 1750 & 
1751 (12) 

1763 
(11) 

1771 
(13) 

1782 
(15) 

1790 (7) 

Source 

Author estimates based on Baker Catalogue 

 
(ii) 

Number of books published in the British Isles (selected years), 1743-1793 
Year All 

books 
Change over previous 

decade 
Religion, philosophy and ethics 

books 
Change over previous 

decade 

1743 

1753 

1763 

1773 

1783 

1793 

1,625 

2,196 

2,294 

2,607 

3,007 

5,039 

- 

35% 

4% 

14% 

15% 

68% 

416 

532 

444 

483 

449 

815 

- 

28% 

-17% 

9% 

-7% 

82% 

Source 

Suarez, M. F. (2009), óTowards a bibliometric analysis of the surviving record, 1701-1800ô, in 

Suarez, M. F. and M. L. Turner, Cambridge History, Vol. V, Table 1.1, 46 
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(iii) 
Hymnal and tune book sales and profits, 1740-1790 

 1740 1750 1760 1770 1780 1790 

Hymnal/tunebook sales 

Total Book Room sales 

Hymnal/tunebook sales as % total 

2,600 

29,000 

9% 

23,000 

106,000 

23% 

15,900 

66,000 

23% 

7,800 

59,000 

13% 

8,800 

144,000 

6% 

11,000 

161,000 

7% 

Hymnal/tunebook profits 

Total Book Room profits 

Hymnal/tunebook profits as % total 

Ã65 

Ã180 

37% 

Ã140 

Ã390 

36% 

Ã90 

Ã390 

23% 

Ã55 

Ã370 

15% 

Ã130 

Ã680 

19% 

Ã180 

Ã1,200 

15% 

Source 

Modelling by author 
 

(iv) 
Early editions of some best-selling Book Room publications 

Publication Baker Catalogue # Early editions 

Sermon by Charles Wesley, 
óAwake, thou that sleepestô61 

33  1742 Strahan (London) - three editions 
 1743 Farleys (Bristol) 
 1743 Gooding (Newcastle) 

The Nature, Design and General 
Rules of the United Societiesé. 

43  1743 Gooding (Newcastle) 
 1743 Farleys (Bristol) - three editions 
 1744 Strahan (London) 

Hymns for the Nativity of Our 
Lord 

84  1744 Strahan (London) - two editions 
 1745 Farleys (Bristol) 

Source 

Baker Catalogue, scrutiny of which suggests that at least seven other publications in the late 

1730s to mid 1740s were printed in the same way - #s 1, 8, 17, 28, 34, 47, and 86 

 

 

                                                           
61 The impact of this in the early 1760s on one reader, Richard Burdsall (1735-1824), who became a local and 

(briefly) itinerant preacher, was described by him as follows: óJust about this time, a sermon of Mr. Charles 

Wesleyôs preached before the University at Oxford on, ñAwake thou that sleepest &c.ò was given me. While I 

was one day reading this sermon in private,é. I was bathed in tears being condemned by what I readé.ô MARC, 

Diaries Collection, AN1977/217: Richard Burdsall (WM) (1735-1824) Memoir/autobiography (1797), 30 
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ANNEX 9A 

KINGSWOOD SCHOOL AND THE KINGSWOOD COLLECTION 

(i) 
Recorded Kingswood School expenditure, 1797-1800 

Category of expenditure 1797-1798 1798-1799 1799-1800 

Food 

Clothing 

Wages and salaries 

Household expenses 

Educational, administrative and personal 
costs 

TOTAL 

Ã228 

Ã143 

Ã81 

Ã79 

Ã96 

Ã628 

37% 

23% 

13% 

13% 

15% 

100% 

Ã202 

Ã147 

Ã117 

Ã88 

Ã109 

Ã662 

31% 

22% 

18% 

13% 

16% 

100% 

Ã334 

Ã183 

Ã118 

Ã143 

Ã117 

Ã894 

37% 

20% 

13% 

16% 

13% 

100% 

Source 

Minutes I, 434-435; Minutes II, 17-18, 60-69 

(ii) 
The Kingswood Collection 1765-1800 

Year Total raised Wesleyan 
membership 

Pence per member 

1764-1765 

1769-1770 

1779-1780 

1789-1790 

1799-1800 

Ã100 

Ã218 

Ã402 

Ã907 

Ã1,580 

20,434 

29,181 

43,830 

71,568 

109,961 

1d. 

2d. 

2d. 

3d. 

3d. 

Notes 

Totals to nearest Ã 

The collection was usually taken at Midsummer - Works, Minutes, óLarge Minutes 1753-1763ô, 

[Ä58], 865 

Source 

Works, Minutes, 307 and 306, f.n.28; 385; 503; 729; 733; Minutes II, 64; 54 
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(iii) 
Kingswood School financial estimates 1765-1800 

Year Expenditure Fee-
payers 

Fee 
income 

Net costs of 
school 

Cashflow net of 
Kingswood 
Collection 

1764-1765 

1769-1770 

1779-1780 

1789-1790 

1799-1800 

Ã490 

Ã540 

Ã650 

Ã800 

Ã900 

60% 

55% 

48% 

27% 

0 

Ã285 

Ã260 

Ã220 

Ã120 

0 

Ã205 

Ã280 

Ã440 

Ã680 

Ã900 

-Ã105 

-Ã60 

-Ã40 

Ã225 

Ã680 

Source 

Modelling by author, informed by primary sources 
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ANNEX 9B 
 
 
 

A MODEL OF EDUCATIONAL PROVISION FOR PREACHERSô SONS, 1750-1800 
Year Active 

preachers 
(estimated) 

School-age 
sons 

(estimated) 

Kingswood 
Collection 
(actual) 

At Kingswood 
School 

(estimated) 

Receiving 
allowances 
(actual) 

1749-1750 

1759-1760 

1769-1770 

1779-1780 

1789-1790 

1799-1800 

70 

80 

130 

180 

330 

450 

8 

10 

15 

20-25 

40-45 

60-65 

0 

n/a 

Ã218 

Ã402 

Ã907 

Ã1,580 

5 

10 

15 

20 

30 

40 

0 

0 

0 

0 

5 

27 

Note: Total sums rounded to nearest Ã 

Source 

Modelling by author 

Technical note 

The population of active preachers can be estimated from published Connexional records, 

while Lentonôs database of preachers generates estimates of the numbers with children, from 

which broad numbers of school-age sons can also be derived; the totals of preachersô sons 

attending Kingswood School can be estimated from contemporary records, and details of the 

annual payment of educational allowances were published 
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ANNEX 9C 
 
 
 

EXAMPLES OF THE PAYMENT OF EDUCATIONAL ALLOWANCES, 1780-1800 

Year Allowances 
paid 

Explanation 

1780 Ã24 Four payments of Ã6, for four preachersô daughters; a fifth payment 
was possibly also made. Some at least of these had apparently 
previously been educated at Miss Owenôs boarding school at 
Publow, which Wesley admired   

1785 Ã18 Estimated allowances for three named preacherôs daughters, again 
presumably in lieu of provision of a school place, at an apparent rate 
of Ã6 

1790 Ã84 Payments for five named preacherôs sons and eight daughters, at an 
apparent annual rate of Ã6 

1795 Ã363.17s.0d. Payments for forty-three named children, Ã201.17s.0d. for sixteen 
boys (for whom the standard allowance was now Ã12); and Ã162 for 
twenty-seven girls (who were still paid Ã6) 

1800 Ã913.11s.0d. Payments for twenty-seven named boys (Ã352), and fifty-six girls62 
(Ã470.8s.0d.), plus payment of a new allowance for four-eight year-
olds: Ã91.3s.0d. was paid in respect of eighty-four of these. Most 
boys received Ã12, the girls now 8 guineas, and the younger 
childrenôs standard allowance was 1 guinea    

Source 

Conference Minutes 

 

  

                                                           
62 Of whom fifty-five are named 
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ANNEX 9D 

 
 
 
 
 

CONNEXIONAL EDUCATIONAL EXPENDITURE, 1765-1800:  
ANNUAL AVERAGES 

Year Kingswood School      
net costs 

Educational 
allowances 

Kingswood 
Collection 

Overall 
balance 

1765-1769 

1770-1779 

1780-1789 

1790-1799 

Ã190 

Ã340 

Ã545 

Ã815 

0 

0 

Ã30 

Ã320 

Ã140 

Ã290 

Ã595 

Ã1,275 

-Ã50 

-Ã50 

Ã20 

Ã140 

Note: sums to nearest Ã 

Sources 

Educational allowances and Kingswood Collection data as published in Conference Minutes; 

schoolôs net costs estimated by author 
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ANNEX 9E 

 
 
 
 

WESLEYôS GIVING: 
EXTRACT FROM JOHN WESLEYôS PERSONAL ACCOUNTS, 1788 

óTo my brother & his familyô Ã210.0s.0d. 

óTo my Sister Hall & Niecesô Ã81.10s.0d. 

óTo preaching housesô Ã145.0s.0d. 

óTo preachersô wivesô Ã36.0s.0d. 

óTo several the restô [unspecified total, no breakdown: residual is Ã91.10s.0d.] 

Total óBy Jo. Atlayôs accountô Ã564.0s.0d. 

Source 

Entry headed óReceived and expended in 1788ô, MARC, John Wesleyôs Personal Accounts 
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ANNEX 9F 

THE TODMORDEN AND OTLEY SOCIETIES AND THE POOR 

(i) 
Payments to the poor by the Todmorden society, 1751-1757 

Date Payment As recorded in accounts 

2 July 1751 1s.0d. óPaid to a young womanô 

31 October 1751 9s.6d. óTo a poor man [J.E.]ô 

31 October 1751 1s.0d. óTo a friend in distressô 

6 January 1752 1d. óTo a poor womanô 

9 January 1752 7d. óTo a poor woman in distressô 

17 September 1753 2s.0d. óAbram Jackson in wantô 

10 February 1754 10s.6d. óTo John Coates then in a straitô 

1 August 1756 1s.0d. óTo a poor widow womanô 

19 October 1757 1s.0d. óA poor widowô 

Source 

MARC, AN1977/487, Todmorden Circuit Book, 51-53 

(ii) 
The Otley society Poor Fundôs operations, 1783-1799 [examples] 

Date of love-
feasts 

Money 
available 

Distributed No. 
beneficiaries 

No. standard 
payments 

1783 

1 May 17s.2d. 17s.2d. 16 6@6d. 

2 November Ã1.0s.7Ĳd. Ã1.0s.0d. 16 5@1s.0d. 

1784 

1 January 10s.4ıd. 9s.6d. 15 11@6d., 4@1s.0d. 

2 May Ã1.3s.6İd. Ã1.2s.6d. 16 7@1s.6d. 

3 October 18s.5İd. 17s.6d. 17 8@1s.0d. 

Source 

Wesley College Bristol Collection, Otley Methodist Society Account Book 
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ANNEX 9G 

 

 

THE FINANCING OF WESLEYAN METHODIST MISSIONS 

(i) 
Overview of mission finance 1787-1793 

Connexional 
Year 

Subscriptions, 
collections etc. 

Payments 
by Coke 

Total 
income 

Mission 
expenditure 

Of which: loans 
to chapels etc. 

Surplus 
or deficit 

Cumulative 
net cash 

1787-1788 

1788-1789 

1789-1790 

1790-1791 

1791-1792 

1792-1793 

Ã1,170 

Ã1,130 

Ã1,420 

Ã340 

Ã1,050 

Ã620 

- 

Ã160 

- 

- 

- 

- 

Ã1,170 

Ã1,290 

Ã1,420 

Ã340 

Ã1,050 

Ã620 

Ã1,030 

Ã1,470 

Ã1,900 

Ã1,000 

Ã1,600 

Ã1,020 

- 

Ã180 

Ã450 

- 

Ã330 

Ã140 

Ã140 

-Ã180 

-Ã480 

-Ã660 

-Ã550 

-Ã400 

Ã140 

-Ã40 

-Ã520 

-Ã1,180 

-Ã1,730 

-£2,130 

Totals Ã5,730 Ã160 Ã5,890 Ã8,020 Ã1,100                          ↑ 
Deficit financed by 

Coke  

Note: sums to nearest Ã 

Source 

Coke, T. (1794), Statement  

(ii) 
External finance for missions, 1787-1793 

Connexional Year No. 
subscriptions 

Sum raised London subs. as %  
total income 

No. collections Sum raised  Total external 
income 

1787-1788 

1788-1789 

1789-1790 

1790-1791 

1791-1792 

1792-1793 

616 

337 

1,195 

239 

731 

477 

Ã745 

Ã700 

Ã1,350 

Ã340 

Ã1,050 

Ã565 

39% 

28% 

30% 

72% 

43% 

24% 

70 

60 

17 

- 

- 

- 

Ã430 

Ã385 

Ã70 

- 

- 

- 

Ã1,170 

Ã1,290 

Ã1,420 

Ã340 

Ã1,050 

Ã620 

Totals - Ã4,750 - - Ã885 Ã5,890 

Note: sums to nearest Ã 

Source 

As above 
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(iii) 

Regional distribution of funds raised 1787-1793;  
and of Yearly Collection 1795-1798 

Region/country Mission funds Yearly Collection Membership 

East Midlands 

East of England 

Greater London 

North East 

North West 

South East 

South West 

West Midlands 

Yorkshire & Humberside 

Scotland 

Wales 

Ireland 

3% 

1% 

41% 

2% 

9% 

3% 

21% 

2% 

13% 

1% 

0% 

4% 

6% 

3% 

4% 

5% 

16% 

6% 

14% 

5% 

31% 

1% 

1% 

7% 

4% 

3% 

4% 

5% 

16% 

2% 

15% 

5% 

24% 

2% 

1% 

20% 

Sources 

As above; plus Conference Minutes 

Note 

No earlier regional data on the Yearly Collection were published  
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ANNEX 9H 

 
 

THOMAS COKE AND CONNEXIONAL FUND-RAISING, 1787-1793 
 
(i) 

Cokeôs fund-raising cf. Yearly Collection 

Year Yearly Collection Kingswood Collection Raised domestically by Coke63 

1787-1788 Ã1,205 Ã780 Ã1,170 

1788-1789 Ã1,125 Ã820 Ã1,085 

1789-1790 Ã1,225 Ã910 Ã1,425 

1790-1791 Ã1,340 Ã1,035 Ã340 

1791-1792 Ã1,445 Ã1,230 Ã1,050 

1792-1793 Ã1,365 Ã1,180 Ã565 

Note: sums to nearest Ã 

Sources 

Conference Minutes, various dates, and Coke, T. (1794), Statement 

  

                                                           
63 Contributions from overseas, and from Coke himself, are excluded 
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(ii) 
Connexional income and mission collections, c.1780-1800 (selected years) 

Connexional 
year 

Membership Connexional 
income 

Per capita (d.) Mission income 

1779-1780 43,158 Ã1,031 5.73 n/a 

1784-1785 50,276 Ã1,550 7.40 n/a 

1787-1788 64,232 Ã1,985 7.42 Ã1,174 

1788-1789 68,290 Ã1,948 6.85 Ã1,083 

1789-1790 70,546 Ã2,133 7.26 Ã1,425 

1790-1791 71,682 Ã2,374 7.95 Ã340 

1791-1792 73,877 Ã2,673 8.68 Ã1,053 

1792-1793 75,152 Ã2,544 8.12 Ã564 

1794-1795 86,858 Ã2,783 7.69 n/a 

1799-1800 108,882 Ã4,917 10.84 n/a 

Note: sums to nearest Ã 

Sources 
Membership and Connexional income from Conference Minutes, membership being averaged 

over two successive years. Mission income is as reported in Coke (1794), Statement 

Technical note 

óConnexional incomeô is total of Yearly and Kingswood Collections. óMission incomeô 

excludes contributions from overseas and from Coke himself   
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ANNEX 10A 

WHO FINANCED EIGHTEENTH CENTURY WESLEYAN METHODISM? 
(i) 

Social composition of Wesleyan members [England, males, 1759-1799] 

Occupational group % of membership 

A. gentry and professions  2.2%    

B. merchants, manufacturers, retailers  9.4%    

C. skilled craftsmen in textiles, wood, metal, building and mining  57.5%    

D. agriculture, excluding labourers  12.2%    

E. maritime, naval and military  1.7%    

F. labourers, servants and paupers  16.9%    

Source 

Field, C. D. (1994), óSocial compositionô, Table 3 [extract], 165 

(ii) 

Average annual incomes of occupational groups [England, males, 1759] 

Occupational group 

A. gentry and professions  Ã       224.24  

B. merchants, manufacturers, retailers  Ã         69.88  

C. skilled craftsmen in textiles, wood, metal, building and mining  Ã         31.98  

D. agriculture, excluding labourers  Ã         43.95  

E. maritime, naval and military  Ã         24.79  

F. labourers, servants and paupers  Ã         12.71  

Source 

Lindert, P. H. and J. G. Williamson (1982), óSocial Tablesô, Table 3, at 396-397 
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(iii) 

Breakdown of Wesleyan discretionary income for typical 100 members,  

tithing in proportion to income 
Occupational group Contribution Proportion  

A. gentry and professions  Ã         49.33  13%  

B. merchants, manufacturers, retailers  Ã         65.69  17%  

C. skilled craftsmen: textiles, wood, metal, 
building, mining  Ã       183.89  49%  

D. agriculture, excluding labourers  Ã         53.62  14%  

E. maritime, naval and military  Ã           4.21  1%  

F. labourers, servants and paupers  Ã         21.48  6%  

       Ã       378.22  100%  

Source 

Modelling by author, using above data 

Technical note 

The modelling assumes that a Wesleyan Methodist society has 100 members, and that their 

social composition is as above. The income of each group is also assumed to be as above. Each 

member is assumed to give the society 10 per cent of his or her income 

(iv) 
Breakdown of Wesleyan Methodist income, 1769-1800 

 
Non-discretionary 

 

Contract-

ual 

 
Discretionary 

         

 Classes Tickets Seats Local Yearly Kingswd. Extraord. Total Members 
Per 
capita 

    Collns. Colln. Colln. Collns.   (d.) 
1769-
1770 

 Ã   
5,300 

 Ã   
2,900  

 Ã         
300   Ã   1,400  

 Ã         
2,200  

 Ã       
220 

 Ã                 
-    

 Ã 
12,320 29,000 102 

1779-
1780 

 Ã   
7,900 

 Ã   
4,300 

 Ã      
1,700   Ã   3,600  

 Ã            
630  

 Ã       
400 

 Ã                 
-    

 Ã 
18,530 43,000 103 

1789-
1790 

 Ã 
13,000 

 Ã   
7,100  

 Ã      
7,300  Ã   8,400  

 Ã         
1,200 

 Ã       
910  

 Ã                 
-    

 Ã 
37,910 71,000 128 

1799-
1800 

 Ã 
20,000  

 Ã 
11,000 

 Ã   
16,000  Ã 16,000  

 Ã         
2,200  Ã   1,600 

 Ã     
1,200 

 Ã 
68,000 109,000 150 

           

Note: all numbers rounded to two significant digits 
Source 

Modelling by author: Preachers' Fund and Book Room excluded 
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Technical note 

Data for the Yearly, Kingswood and Extraordinary Collections are as in the Conference 

Minutes; membership estimates are the average of the numbers reported to Conference for the 

two years in question. Income from class and ticket collections is assumed to be 85 per cent 

and 50 per cent respectively of the target amounts (1d. per member per week, and 1s.0d. per 

member per quarter). Seat rental income is assumed to start in 1770 at an average of Ã20 

annually per chapel, with the proportion of chapels receiving such income rising from 10 per 

cent in 1770 to 85 per cent by 1800. Local collections are assumed to average Ã5 per circuit in 

1750, rising to Ã17.50 by 1800. The full model is reproduced after section (viii). 

 

(v) 
Assumed breakdown of components of national income by occupational group 

Component Basis of calculation Proportion of receipts by occupational group 
 A B C D E F 

classes 
total receipts proportionate to 
number of members 2.2% 9.4% 57.5% 12.2% 1.7% 16.9% 

tickets 
total receipts proportionate to 
number of members 2.2% 9.4% 57.5% 12.2% 1.7% 16.9% 

seats 
receipts from groups A and B 
only 42.9% 57.1% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 

local collections 
total receipts proportionate to 
members' incomes 13.0% 17.0% 49.0% 14.0% 1.0% 6.0% 

Yearly 
Collection 

total receipts proportionate to 
members' incomes 13.0% 17.0% 49.0% 14.0% 1.0% 6.0% 

Kingswood 
Collection 

total receipts proportionate to 
members' incomes 13.0% 17.0% 49.0% 14.0% 1.0% 6.0% 

Extraordinary 
Collections 

total receipts proportionate to 
members' incomes 13.0% 17.0% 49.0% 14.0% 1.0% 6.0% 

Source 

Modelling by author, based on above data 
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(vi) 

Estimated breakdown of total Wesleyan Methodist income, 1769-1800,  

by occupational group [selected years] 
 

1769-1770 

Component 

Total 
income by 

category 

                                                   
Receipts by occupational group 

 

 A B C D E F Total 

classes Ã5,300 Ã117 Ã498 Ã3,048 Ã647 Ã90 Ã896 Ã5,295 

tickets Ã2,900 Ã64 Ã273 Ã1,668 Ã354 Ã49 Ã490 Ã2,897 

seatsSeats Ã300 Ã129 Ã171 Ã - Ã - Ã - Ã - Ã300 
local 
collections Ã1,400 Ã182 Ã238 Ã686 Ã196 Ã14 Ã84 Ã1,400 
Yearly 
Collection Ã2,200 Ã286 Ã374 Ã1,078 Ã308 Ã22 Ã132 Ã2,200 
Kingswood 
Collection Ã220 Ã29 Ã 37 Ã108 Ã31 Ã2 Ã13 Ã220 
Extraordinary 
Collections Ã - Ã - Ã - Ã - Ã - Ã - Ã - Ã - 

 Ã 12,320 Ã806 Ã1,592 Ã6,587 Ã1,535 Ã178 Ã1,615 Ã12,312 

 7% 13% 53% 12% 1% 13% 100% 
 

1799-1800 

Component 

Total 

income 

by 
category 

Receipts by occupational group 
 

 A B C D E F Total 

classes  Ã 20,000 Ã       440 
Ã         

1,880 Ã 11,500 Ã     2,440 Ã       340 Ã      3,380 Ã  19,980 

tickets  Ã 11,000 Ã       242 
Ã         

1,034 Ã   6,325 Ã     1,342 Ã       187 Ã      1,859 Ã  10,989 

seatsSeats  Ã 16,000 Ã   6,863 
Ã         

9,138 Ã        - Ã             - Ã            - Ã              - Ã  16,000 
local 
collections  Ã 16,000 Ã   2,080 

Ã         
2,720 Ã   7,840 Ã     2,240 Ã       160 Ã         960 Ã  16,000 

Yearly 
Collection  Ã   2,200 Ã       286 

Ã            
374 Ã   1,078 Ã        308 Ã         22 Ã         132 Ã    2,200 

Kingswood 
Collection  Ã   1,600 Ã       208 

Ã            
272 Ã      784 Ã        224 Ã         16 Ã           96 Ã    1,600 

Extraordinary 
Collections  Ã   1,200 Ã       156 

Ã            
204 Ã      588 Ã        168 Ã         12 Ã           72 Ã    1,200 

  Ã 68,000 Ã 10,275 
Ã       

15,622 Ã 28,115 Ã     6,722 Ã       737 Ã      6,499 Ã  67,969 

 15% 23% 41% 10% 1% 10% 100% 

Source 

Modelling by author, based on above data 
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(vii) 

Estimated breakdown of Wesleyan Methodist membership, by occupational group 

 

Year Total Occupational group 
  A B C D E F 

1769-
1770 

28,700 630 2,700 16,520 3,500 490 4,850 

1779-
1780 

43,200 950 4,060 24,820 5,270 730 7,290 

1789-
1790 

70,900 1,560 6,660 40,760 8,650 1,210 11,980 

1799-
1800 

108,900 2,400 10,240 62,610 13,280 1,850 18,400 

 

(viii) 

Estimated per capita contributions of Wesleyan Methodist members,  

by occupational group 

 

Year 

 

Occupational group 

A B C D E F 

1769-1770 Ã1.30 Ã0.59 Ã0.40 Ã0.44 Ã0.36 Ã0.33 

1799-1800 Ã4.30 Ã1.53 Ã0.45 Ã0.51 Ã0.40 Ã0.35 

Sources 

For both tables - as above; Conference Minutes 

Notes 

Membership numbers in Table (vii) are averages for two successive years 

 

(ix) 

Financing of Wesleyan Methodism: summary data 

 

[see overleaf] 
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FINANCING OF WESLEYAN METHODISM: SUMMARY     ANNEX 10A       
BASE DATA                

 Members     Chapels   Preachers         
 year 1 year 2 average year 1 year 2 average          

1749-1750 - - 14,000 9 9 9 50         
1759-1760 - - 17,000 41 51 46 70         
1769-1770 28,263 29,406 28,835 118 153 136 130         
1779-1780 42,486 43,830 43,158 258 312 285 180         
1789-1790 70,205 71,463 70,834 508 616 562 330         
1799-1800 107,802 109,961 108,882 923 958 941 420         

SOCIETIES AND CIRCUITS               
     Expenditure    Income            

 Preachers Chapels 1 Chapels 2 Total  Classes   Tickets   Seat rents   Colls. etc.  Cir./Ch.  Grants Pr. Grants Total Surplus    
1749-1750  £      3,000   £            

18  
 £            
23  

 £      3,041   £   2,578.33   £    
1,400.00  

 £                -     £         
45.00  

 £                         -     £             -     £   4,023   £          
983  

   

1759-1760  £      4,200   £          
138  

 £          
173  

 £      4,511   £   3,130.83   £    
1,700.00  

 £                -     £       
345.00  

 £                         -     £             -     £   5,176   £          
665  

   

1769-1770  £    11,050   £          
542  

 £          
678  

 £    12,270   £   5,310.35   £    
2,883.45  

 £       
271.00  

 £   1,355.00   £            1,685.41   £      81.26   £ 
11,586  

-£         683     

1779-1780  £    15,300   £      1,425   £      1,781   £    18,506   £   7,948.27   £    
4,315.80  

 £   1,710.00   £   3,562.50   £                
237.83  

 £    270.91   £ 
18,045  

-£         461     

1789-1790  £    28,050   £      3,934   £      4,918   £    36,902   £ 
13,045.26  

 £    
7,083.40  

 £   7,306.00   £   8,430.00   £                
180.03  

 £ 
1,050.73  

 £ 
37,095  

 £          
194  

   

1799-1800  £    39,900   £    11,286   £    14,108   £    65,294   £ 
20,052.34  

 £ 10,888.15   £ 15,988.50   £ 16,458.75   £                         -     £ 
3,354.46  

 £ 
66,742  

 £      1,449     

CONNEXIO
N 

               

Expenditure          Income          Overall  

 Kingswd. Other ed. Preachers Cirts./Chs. Law Other Total Yearly E. Kingswd. Preachers Books Colls. Total Surplus  surplus  

1749-1750  £               -   £             -     £             -     £             -     £                -     £                -     £                  
-  

 £                  
-  

 £                           
-  

 £               -   £            
-  

 £             -     £          
-  

 -   -  

1759-1760  £               -   £             -     £             -     £             -     £                -     £                -     £                  
-  

 £                  
-  

 £                           
-  

 £               -   £            
-  

 £             -     £          
-  

 -   -  

1769-1770  £          
280  

 £             -     £      81.26   £ 
1,685.41  

 £         
26.02  

 £       
167.95  

 £         
2,241  

 £         
2,210  

 £                     218   £               -   £            
-  

 £             -     £ 2,428   £       
187  

-£            
496  

1779-1780  £          
440  

 £      24.00   £    270.91   £    237.83   £           
4.00  

 £       
116.13  

 £         
1,093  

 £            629   £                     402   £               -   £            
-  

 £             -     £ 1,031  -£         
62  

-£            
523  

1789-1790  £          
680  

 £      84.00   £ 
1,050.73  

 £    180.03   £         
72.15  

 £       
152.70  

 £         
2,220  

 £         
1,226  

 £                     907   £          
140  

 £            
-  

 £             -     £ 2,273   £         53   £            247  

1799-1800  £          
900  

 £    914.00   £ 
3,354.46  

 £             -     £                -     £    
3,165.00  

 £         
8,333  

 £         
2,173  

 £                  
1,580  

 £          
460  

 £   1,800   £ 
1,164.23  

 £ 7,177  -£   1,156   £            292  
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Column headings               
Cir./Ch. Grants Connexional grants to circuits and chapels           
Pr. Grants  Connexional grants to preachers and their families          
Kingswood S. Kingswood School - estimated expenditure, net of fees          
Other ed.  Educational allowances - as reported to Conference          
Yearly E.  Yearly Expenses or Collection - as reported to Conference          
Kingswood C. Kingswood Collection - as reported to Conference           
Preachers  Preachers' Fund income - reported or estimated?           
Classes  Class and ticket money - estimated receipts           
Books  Book Room profits available to Connexion           
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Notes                
1. membership for Great Britain prior to 1769-1770 estimated; for succeeding years, calculated as average of totals reported to Conference for each pair of years     
2. chapel numbers for 1739-40 and 1749 estimated; otherwise from Myles (1813)          
3. annual per capita preaching cash costs estimated at:  1739-1767:  £         60.00  1768-1790:  £                  85.00  from 1791:   £      95.00     
4. annual running costs per chapel estimated at 2 per cent of capital costs [Column Chapels 1]           
5. annual financing costs per chapel [Column Chapels 2]:              
average capital value:  1750  £    100.00  1760  £       150.00  1770  £       200.00  1780  £    250.00  1790  £    350.00  1800  £ 600.00   
average % debt funded:  50%             
average interest rate:  5%             
6. seat rents assumed to start as from 1770 at average income per chapel of:  £         20.00           
% chapels chg. seat rents: 1770 10% 1780 30% 1790 65% 1800 85%       
7. average payment rate of weekly class contributions:  85%          
8. average yield of ticket money cf. 1s.0d. quarter target  50%          
9. average income from collections and other misc. sources per society per year          

   1750  £         5.00  1760  £            7.50  1770  £         10.00  1780  £      12.50  1790  £      15.00  1800  £   17.50   
Sources                
Pawson and Mather (1796)                 
Workings                
1. Connexional expenditure as recorded in Minutes (ie. for year preceding)           

 preachers cts./chs. law other total           
1770  £      81.26   £ 1,685.41   £      26.02   £    167.95   £   1,960.64            
1780  £    270.91   £    237.83   £         4.00   £    116.13   £       628.86            
1790  £    820.12   £    180.03   £      72.15   £    152.70   £   1,224.99  no B/C breakdown available: 1789 proportion for preachers used: 82%     
1800  £ 3,354.46   £             -     £             -     £ 3,165.00   £   6,519.46  includes "extraordinaries" of some £900        

2. Undisclosed Connexional expenditure on preachers:            
Pawson & Mather (1796): 1788  £    250.38              

  1789  £    180.00  1788-1789  £       215.19            
   1790  £    100.00  1789-1790  £       140.00  3-yr. av.  £       230.61          
  1791  £    573.30  1790-1791  £       336.65            
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ANNEX 10B 

 

 

 

 

  

CHAPEL FINANCING 

Typical capital cost Ã500 c.1780 

Debt finance  

@ 50 per cent 

£250 Provided by wealthier 
members 

Cash donations: of which Ã250  

Donations from wealthier 
members @30 per cent 

£75  

Total contribution from 
wealthier members 

£325  

[65 per cent of capital cost] 

 

 

Source 

Modelling  by author, based on above Insert estimates of: numbers of rich, debt capacity, 
availability of trustees, individual chapel capital and running costs model etc.  
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